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Introduction 

The historical geography of Nigeria is a largely unexplored field. It is a field in which 

historians, anthropologists, archaeologists, geographers and the bio-scientists can have very 

meaningful intellectual and academic discourse. Using the historical approach, the paper studies 

the. role of geography or natural environment in fostering and sustaining inter-group relations in 

Nigeria with specific reference to that of Benin (Bini) kingdom and the Esan (Ishan) people both 

of southern-western Nigeria in present Edo state. This is because man in history does not live in 

vacuum, but operates within a particular environment.1 

Any meaningful attempt at examining the natural environment and its influence on the 

history and people of a region should focus on geographical features such as the land, the soil 

composition, minerals, climate, fauna and flora. It is therefore with this in mind that this paper 

seeks to reconstruct the history of inter-group relations between the Benin and their Esan 

neighbour. 

Moreover, enough evidence suggest that by the end of about 1500AD an intricate system 

of socio-political, economic and cultural links had been established between Esan and Benin as a 

result of geographical features peculiar to the region. Through these linkages there emerged 

continued cross fertilization of ideas which tended towards intensive and extensive cultural 

relations between both peoples. The degree of relations and the manifest impact on both societies 

perhaps prompted Bradbury one of the early European writers to remark that “of the Edo group 

of peoples the Esan are perhaps the most influenced by Benin…2 Probably due to 

geographical/environmental features. 
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Thus in this presentation, attention would be paid to the geographical location of Esan 

and Benin and the various kinds of links which existed between them up to 1897 before Benin 

kingdom fell to the British invasion that later resulted in the configuration of their relations.3 

It is necessary to point out that contrary to common belief that Esanland was continually 

on the receiving end of cultural influences; there are some evidences to suggest that the trend 

during our period of study was essentially bilateral and were determined due to geographical 

influences. This paper will attempt to correct this imbalance by attempting to re-interpret how 

their divergent environmental factors created the desire for linkages and relations. 

The date c1500 – 1897 is deliberately choosen for convenience. However, the dates is 

significant as the period of a major conflicts between the Benin and the neighbouring Esanland, 

lgala kingdom, the Asaba, Abohs and some others east of Benin. The Obas of Benin were said to 

have been helped by Esan warriors to prosecute some of these wars of expansion. According to 

oral sources, Benin kingdom always had Esan as an ally even if they sometimes go to war to 

resolve their conflicts.4 Moreover, the date is convenience so as to leave out the developments 

and effects of colonialism, western education and the emergence of western educated elites 

which came to the fore from 1920s. I hope these should not been seen as an omission but rather 

to make it another field of study in the nearest future.  

Location of Esanland and Benin Kingdom: 

The name Esan as will be used in this paper stands for the people, their language and 

their territory, is one of the antique land in Benin kingdom. Its early history of origin like those 

of most Edo people is shrouded in several mysteries and legends. It was said to have started 

either at Ile-Ife or central Nigeria5 before the thirteen century with most people claiming 

complete aboriginality and migrations from Benin and other places.6 

Esan are found in the north-east of Benin kingdom and with few exceptions formed the 

former Ishan Division of Benin Province during the colonial period. The division is now broken 

into five local government areas, namely: Esan Central, Esan North-East, Esan South-East, Esan 

West and Igueben. The area is bounded to the northwest and north by the Ivbiosakon, Owan and 

Etsako region. On the South East by the Western Ibo-Asaba. On the East by the River Niger and 

the Igala people of central Nigeria region.7 Esanland, Otor-Esan is situation a plateau which is 

about 466 meters above sea level.8 Otor-Esan is blessed with streams and rivers. These Plateaux 

and lowlands are of high and low descents while the important rivers include River Orle, Owbu, 



Utor and Udenu among others. Located in the tropical zone of the northern part of the Nigeria 

forest region, between latitude 5030, and 7030 north and longitude 5030 and 70309 East. Various 

studies and survey earned out around Otor-Esan show that the land has a relatively flat terrain, 

with an average slope of about 1038’ on the surface.10 

Current available evidence indicates that Otor-Esan has a total land mass estimated at 

1,162 square miles (1,858 square kilometers).11 Scholars are of the view, that this has not always 

been so. They argue that this is based on the fact that during the period under study, there were 

no fixed boundaries anywhere in the region i.e. the traditional boundaries were fluid, often along 

roads and demarcated by geographical and environmental features including hills, rivers and 

streams. Consequently Esan area expanded and contracted under various political and economic 

circumstances, which reflected the possible strength and weakness of the period, as well as good 

organization and able leadership.12 All these features of geography have given the land its 

uniqueness and beauty, which therefore make the land one of the richest but untapped tourist 

climate with deciduous vegetation and sloppy depressions. They serve as a “pull factor” for 

people from other countries in Nigeria.13 Moreover, the plateau nature of Otor-Esan, is partly 

responsible for the cool temperate climate and the heavy rainfall between May and October 

accounts for the thick vegetation but with patches of savannah grassland in the northern area. 

This conducive weather condition encouraged intensive and comprehensive agricultural 

production, indigenous industries, vibrant trading and commercial activities, a conscious 

religious and ethnological practice and excellent relations between them and Benin people.14 

Historically, Esan have always disputed its head count due to several factors. According 

to Dr. Eromonsel Ojiezele of the University of Benin, “This does not imply that, the people are 

not cooperative enough in the different head counts of an issue, the truth is that most declared 

figures are always manipulated in great favour to the Benins for political, economic and other 

benefits”.15 Meanwhile, the National Census of 1991 put the population at 375, 342. While its 

population in the 2006 census was 578, 858.16 Several historians have written that the nature of 

its geographical environment effected their relations with her neighbours especially the Beni’s. 

Benin is situated in the rain forest belt of south central Nigeria. On the west it is bounded 

by the Yoruba people, the East by the Igbo heartland, in the north the Yoruba encampment lay 

and to the south is the Atlantic Ocean. At the height of its powers, it is recorded that its influence 

extended in the west to Lagos, north-west through the Ekiti country of the Yoruba up to Otun, 



the boundary between Benin and Oyo Empires and in the East to the River Niger.17 The 

heartlands of the kingdom were and are still inhabited by a people who call themselves Edo 

which is also the present name of the state and language.18 

In 1897 Benin kingdom, fell into a larger administrative unit called the Niger Coast 

protectorate of Southern Nigeria.19 The landscape is generously covered with an extensive area 

of evergreen forest which in its natural state is made up of several layers of storey of vegetation, 

forming a thick tangle of trees, bushes and plants. Southwards, there is a gradual transition to 

mangrove swamps fringing the coast. Here the vegetation is tangled mass of stems and serial 

roots. 

A number of north-south parallel rivers flow through the kingdom. For example, the Osse 

River flows through the western side of the kingdom, while the Ossiomo with its many 

tributaries, watered the eastern side. To the south abound numerous forest resources which made 

Benin kingdom thick and powerful before 1897.20 The average annual rainfall is put at not less 

than 2,000mm (80ins), with an average temperature of about 260C (800F) and Benin like Esan 

experiences dry and wet seasons.21 

Looking at the historical background, Benin has several versions of origin. There is the 

one that claims Egyptian origin, migration from the East or Ife which may be representation and 

extension of the traditions which links the present Benin dynasty with Ife origin.22 This version 

has been subject to severe criticisms. Geographically, Ife does not lay East of Benin but west, 

unless of course it is argued that Ife’s former home shifted from the direction of the Benue River. 

However, people in several wards or areas outside Benin City, the capital of Benin kingdom 

interviewed by this researcher claim (and even swore) that their ancestors did not migrate from 

anywhere that they have been on the spot from the beginning of time.23 In this case their origins 

are lost in antiquity and time. Benin legendary story however, maintain that Benin was founded 

by the youngest child of the high God-Osanobua whom God sent with his elder brothers to life 

on Earth when the Earth surface was still24 water-logged Studies have shown that several 

determinants reflects the various claim of origin by the Benin and Esan. For example when an 

Oba of Benin is relatively democratic with much influence, the Esan tend to accept their origin 

from Benin and less talk of aboriginality and migration from outside Benin. 

 

 



Soil Fertility: 

Generally, location, fertile soil, favourable climate as well as good precipitation provided 

the necessary conditions for large-scale agriculture and trade and excellent relations between the 

Benin and Esan people. The top soils of both Oto-Edo and Oto-Esan have been discovered to be 

a mixture of laterite and sandy light brown soil.25 Directly beneath this top soil are clay, fine 

grained sands, lignite and carbonaceous shaley clays as well as large amount of alluvial deposit. 

This according to scholars has been responsible for good crop yields (especially yams) in the 

region. It has also been argued that the good soil encouraged the planting of crops which in turn 

prompted the early peopling of the area.26 

The above view has been further strengthened by the position maintained by early 

colonial scholars who visited the area during the great exploration and the colonial period.27 To 

this group of scholars, the fertile soil as well as its favourable environmental conditions 

encouraged the expansion of permanent agriculture, the creation of industrial and manufacturing 

centers and trade. All these they further argued ultimately led to the development of strong 

economic and social system which enhanced their cooperation and inter-ethnic relations. 

Esan and Benin Relation: 

From the description of the location, it is clear that both Benin and Esan even though they 

are located on separate geographical entity, have always interacted. Although the 

interaction/inter-group relation seems to have been very strong in the 20th century, a thorough 

examination indicates that this goes far back to the pre-colonial period.28 This is not applicable to 

Benin and Esan alone as historical studies of the Nigeria area, have shown that, the history of 

Nigeria before colonial period can be much more than just a collection of the histories of 

individual peoples, political and ethnic units. This is because the compact nature of the Nigerian 

environment have often provided favourable platform for the movement of goods and ideas as 

well as the interaction of people, even though this was more within it than with people outside.29 

Early Migration: 

Available evidence especially due to the location of Benin kingdom and Esan even 

though they are located in different geographical areas have always interacted through the period 

under study because a greater part of the Esan area was very sparsely peopled and both 

communities obeyed the “law of interdependence”.30 However, population pressure and other 

forms of socio-political development in the surrounding neighbouring groups exposed the area to 



demographic infiltration. This demographic infiltration continued with varying degree of 

intensity till the advent of British colonial rule and even after. In the course of several centuries 

waves upon waves of migration succeeded one another coming especially from the more 

populated and also more politically turbulent regions (with specific reference to Afemnailand, 

western Igbo and Igala) bordering both Benin and Esan.31 

Oral evidence still attests that, it is difficult to say exactly when people started to migrate 

into this area under our period of study. It is probable, however, that people from other parts of 

Nigeria started to move into this area during the reign of the Ogiso’s for one reason or the 

other.32. The Benin particular started moving into Esan due to the harsh reign of the various 

Oba’s of Benin; the morphology of Esan, the fertility of the soil and the accommodative nature 

of Esan people.33 In the course of several centuries, waves upon waves of migration succeeded, 

one another coming especially from Benin into Esan for several reasons.34 The result of the 

above migrations was the development of a complicated network of contacts and interactions 

between Benin and Esanland as well as between them and other neighbours.35 In this 

relationship, they were able to supplement as well as complement each other in all aspects of 

their historical developments i.e. economic, political, social as well as their cultural life. 

Along the Southern-Eastern borders of Otoesan, the people have maintained a historical 

relation with the people of Benin specifically with the Ehor people, Uguieduma Ozza and Benin 

City, the capital of Benin kingdom.36 Commenting on these inter-group relations, scholars are of 

the view that it dates back to the Ogisos period (far before the 15th or 16th centuries) by Esan 

migrants who settled among the Benin people in those areas. 

Early Comment on Benin – Esan Relations: 

Early European explorers and anthropologist pointed, out that the relationship between 

the Benin and Esan people have remained so strong that they have formed (in most area) 

indivisible communities. For example the people of Urohi and Igueben which have developed 

into prosperous towns respectively were founded by. Benrn soldiers returning from the Idah War 

1515 – 1516. Some characteristics of these new towns they claim, for the most part, Benin origin 

speaks Benin with an admixture of Esan vocabulary. The social organization exhibits Benin and 

Esan characteristics but most of the cults are clearly of Esan origin. In these communities, some 

Esan and the Benin communities live side by side, each retaining its own culture and social 

organization which is gradually becoming integrated in an acceptable mixture. The interaction 



between the duos in the pre-colonial days further strengthened their contact and led to the 

formation of groups claiming both Benin and Esan origin.37 

In his analysis, J.U. Egharevba, argued that the Esan area in southern Nigeria attracted a 

large chunk of the Benin people during the reign of Oba Ewuare’s from about 1440AD to about 

1473AD. Ewuare’s reign marked an unprecedented exodus of people from Benin, in Benin 

History. Ewuare was a harsh ruler. It is said that he lost two most beloved sons in one day. To 

mourn the dead children, he made strict laws which were very harsh on the people of Benin. For 

example, it was alleged that some of the laws were as harsh as that no person in Benin should eat 

any cooked food for three years; that no man should have sexual relations with his wife for three 

years and so all pregnant women and their husbands were to be put to death. Under such hard 

conditions people were bound to leave Benin.38 Another major wave of migration from Benin 

into Esan was during the reign of Oba Ozolua of Benin from about 1481 to 1503. He led an 

expedition in person against some chiefdom in Esan. Among them was that against Oghale, the 

Enogie of Ekpoma in 1481 and Uromi in 1503 where he died.39 Those who went with him must 

have seen much of Esan land. Thus, Esan became known to soldiers, hunters, adventurers, 

farmers and glory seeker in Benin. Even those who did not go with these Oba’s heard from those 

who went the opportunities which lay in this vast expanse of land with dotted settlements 

Evidence have it that when Ozolua died in 1503, there were waves o?’ migration in to Esan 

country and some Esan re-allocated back to Benin for political and other reasons40. 

Another tradition speak of one Ogiso who sent out some Benin hunters in search of 

elephant and some other rare but wild animals, some moved towards the rich and well watered 

area of flush, a trading centre in Oto-Esan, serving as a melting pot for the Esan, Igala, Igbo, 

Bini, Usobo and Ijekiri. At Ilushi, the search team was able to acquire the needed animals for the 

Ogiso’s rituals which they took back to Ogodomigodo (Benin) the seat of the Ogiso) after which 

they returned to the “new found land” with their kith and kin.41 

Economic Intercourse: 

Apart from the discussed traditions, the Benin-Esan relation is also argued to have been 

further strengthened through economic intercourse. With Ekuman, Ekpoma in Esanland and 

Ehor i boundary town between Esan and Benin. Serving as the melting pot.42 Although, scholars 

are of the opinion that this trade exchange especially in food crops dates into antiquity, the 

period from the 18th century up to the first chapter of the 20th century marked the peak of this 



relation. According to sources North Cote and Ukwedeh, from the late 16th century and the 

beginning of the 19th century, mentioned that at the West bank of the River Niger, the market at 

Oria (Egga-Oria) became a very important centre of exchange, bringing together people of 

different origins mostly Bini long distance traders and the Igallas.43 

The nature of the economic links took various forms and they meant different things to 

the Benin and Esan concerned. According to oral sources, the Bini regarded the territory of Esan 

as a source of economic exploitation. To them Esan country was a reservoir of wealth and a 

place where they could get cheap supply of goods for the market at home. This demand became 

intensified when the Benins had contact with the Portuguese and other Eropeans44 in the 16th, 

17th and 18th centuries. To the people of Esan, Benin was a place where they could get rare 

articles like salt, beads and cloths. It was a place to market their woven cloth, Ukpon Ododo 

heavily demanded by the Benin ruling class and for exports. 

Before 1897, movement was very much restricted to certain categories of people except 

with the Obas protection and assent. From Esan, trade was organized by a group of warriors who 

used criminals as slaves to carry palm oil and some other products to Benin for sale. Long 

distance trade before 1897 between the two peoples was in the hands of those who could 

organize to overcome the hazards of journey to and from Esan and Benin and vice-versa called 

Ekhen-Oria, caravan of traders who traversed much of the Esan country. They went as far as 

Oria. Their small depot near Igueben still bears its name of Ekehken, traders resting camp.45 

Another foundation of economic interaction between Benin-Esan relations fostered by 

geographical features before 1897 was the Oba’s trade with Esan people. Oba’s trade with Esan 

people was different from other types of trade. For example when the Oba wanted to carry out 

any burial ceremony, lie needed livestock like goats, dogs, rams, cows and fowls of at least two 

hundred each. Another occasion was when a commodity was in greater demand by foreign 

traders. This was the case during the trade in palm oil and Elephant tusks.46 In any of these 

economic contacts, the Oba imposes prices and sometimes forces people to sell to him. These 

prices were called Oba’s prices and no person was supposed to object to these prices. 

In Esan, for any elephant killed the Onojie, king had the tusks, and he in turn rewarded 

the hunter with a title or some other gifts. In turn, the Onojie carried one of these tusks to the 

Obas of Benin as a form of tribute and the Oba bought the second at a price agreed by both 

rulers. This was also the case with palm oil trade. The Enijie, kings were made to purchase palm 



oil in the name of the Oba and a caravan of young-men were made to carry this to Beam. 

Sometimes, the Oba had his own prices which were much lower than the prevailing market 

price.47 

Long distance trade Association: Ekhen Oria: 

This was a caravan of Beam and Esan traders into Esan country with Ehor as the chief 

centre/terminus.48 The origin of this association hinged on the general insecurity of those days 

and the incalculable risks involved in the attempt of a lone trader undertaking long journeys into 

distant countries. Safety along the longland routes could only be guaranteed through group 

journeys organized under the aegies of these associations. Most of these associations had the 

support of the Oba which was vital for their exclusive police.49 Collectively these groups fixed 

the prices for their wares and non-members could not trade along the routes of the association 

which operated under the Oba’s patronage. These traders exchange brass carvings, salt, guns, 

beads, chains, necklaces for livestock, leather, ivory and cloth and some other durable valuables. 

During this period, the people of Benin also bought dried fish, yams and weaved mats in 

the Oria and Ehor markets in exchange of livestock and other products the Esan bought from the 

Igala people. A part from perishable produce, the Benins people depended much on the Esan 

industry for their textile materials popularly referred to as Ukpon-Ododo.50 

Most of the other farm produce harvested were also exchanged in trade. The most 

significant was the trade in yam. Both the Benin and Esan farmers as well as the ruling houses 

were able to make great wealth from the different species of yams they traded in. For example, 

according to colonial records at the beginning of 20th century income from agricultural yams 

alone exchanged between the northeastern region of Oto-Esan and Benin kingdom amounted to 

156,888, out of an estimated total of £82,042.51 It is also documented that the two areas 

cultivated over forty varieties of yams, the most prominent being those commonly referred to as 

white yams Asukhu, the yellow yam, Ikpein and water yam Obhie among the Esan and Benin 

people among. By the end of the 19th century, both Bini and Oto-Esan were generally described 

by scholars as agriculturally rich country, where the main food crops were yams, corn or maize, 

coco-yam, cassava, and beans of various types, pepper, groundnuts, melons, bananas with 

plantains. 

Apart from the exchange of agricultural produce as well as trade materials, which was 

produce locally by Esan textile manufacture from cotton, Ikpowolu which was cultivated by the 



Esan farmers and traded in Egga market at Illushi and Ehor, Esan was also credited for the 

introduction of cowries as a medium of exchange to parts of Igalaland, Nupeland and some parts 

of Yorubaland52. The Esan people who had acquired it from Benin (after the 1515 importation 

from the Indian Ocean and Sao Tome trade) became very proficient and adaptive to it use than 

even the Benin who first had contact with the medium of exchange. For example apart from its 

use as a medium of trade, it was also used as an instrument for divination, decoration and for 

body adornment for show of status.53 

Socio-Political Influence: 

Again Esan and Benin political institutions and government during the period attest to 

strong cultural ties between the two groups. Both peoples have traditions conferring the idea of 

monarchy and other chieftaincy institutions Bini being a consequence of the later imperialistic 

thrust into the Esan country.54 Also, similarities in court and ritual ceremonies, names and 

symbols associated with political rulership support the nation of pre-colonial bilateral movement 

of ideas between both peoples. 

Although there was the possibility that a centralized system of government evolved in 

Esanland, Benin largely affected its constitution particularly through the Oba’s appointment of 

the first Esau Enijie, king.55 

Similarly, the symbols of office of both Es,aii and Benin rulers and the significance of the 

ada and eben, symbol of authority in the political history of both peoples are important. It is 

necessary to recall Esan belief that the symbol of office is alien to Esan since the traditions 

attribute the idea to Benin. Igueben iron smiths came to perfect the production of the ada and 

eben to the extent that they supplied the Oba with the objects in subsequent years. The leader of 

the iron smiths in Esan, as in Benin was called the Okaigun and performed similar social and 

political functions in both societies. 

Related to the above were very similar chieftaincy titles and institutional structures. To 

begin with, the hereditary titles in Esan, 

Were patterned on the line of Uzama Nihiron of Benin, but 
local customs and in many cases sheer autonomy and 
corruption, brought some differences so that some of the 
titles that are not hereditary in Benin are so in OtorEsan.56 

 
In other words chieftaincy titles such as were in Benin, including the Oliha, lyase, 

Ezomo, Edohen, Olofon, Uwangue, Ero, Isekhure and some others, were to be found also in 



Esan. In Esan many of these titles were not hereditary and the order of rank was sometimes 

altered to reflect the realities of the Esan situation. In any case, the Oniha in Esan, quite like the 

Oliha in Benin was more or less next to the monarch. He performed ritual and ceremonial 

functions during interments and during the installation of the Esan Onojie or the Oba of Benin. 

The lyasele in Esan, like his counterpart in Benin, spoke for and defend the interests of the 

commoners in society.57 

Another important tie between Esan and Benin was the tribute which the different Enijie 

had to pay to the Oba of Benin. Each Onojie had to organize this in his chiefdom. The tributes 

took various forms like material gifts, labour services and military services. Every male adult had 

to contribute in one way to the other. If it was annual tribute, every male had to send a bundle of 

yams to the Onojie of his chiefdom. Some sent palm oil and others livestock to their Onojie for 

this purpose. The Onojie retained part of this and sent the rest through the chiefdom’s go 

between in Benin to the Oba.58 

The Oba sometimes requested labour services. In such a case, the young men of middle 

age grade were sent to help the Oba with his work. In military services it was the same-thing; all 

the able-bodied middle age group took part. The fact was that when the Oba was at war, Esan 

people were invariably at war too. In 1818 for example the Onojie of Uronmon, Uromi sent 

troops to help the Oba in a war against Akure. As a reward to the Onojie of Uromi for sending 

soldiers to help in this war, the Oba granted him the special right of inheriting the property of 

any one in the chiefdom who died childless.59 Such were the tributes and services to the Oba, 

before 1897 when the kingdom was destroyed by the British colonialists. 

Village Administration: 

Furthermore, the basic unit of government in both places was the village, with the Edion 

council. In both Esan and Benin the council was headed by the eldest man called Odionwere or 

Odionwele respectively. The dualism in organization of socio-political life of Esan and Benin 

communities was similar. In Benin, there was government at the village level and the central 

government. In Esan, this duality was more apparent from the imposition of a derived rulership 

system on the indigenous village structure.60 A final point of bilateral cultural relationship 

worthy of note was the agnatic or patrilineal bias in the monarchical system. 

 

 



Some Traditional beliefs and Worships: 

The various traditions and customs of both Benin and Esan community remain the same 

in both worship and celebration it is only in the magnitude and the personalities that might be 

involved on the side of the Bini that one might recognize difference. The reasons for this are not 

farfetched. Any of these ceremonies in Benin tend to attract more personalities and materials 

compared to the expectations in Esan. Also, Esan is only a mini-state61 within the Benin 

kingdom, while Benin City remains the seat of personalities and administration of the kingdom. 

Nevertheless no part of either the tradition or custom is omitted. 

Religious beliefs of any group of people reflect their type of tradition. The Benin see God 

as the supreme creator of the Universe. They also believed that God has the divinities who are 

His ministers/agent and messengers and that these divinities help God in the daily administration 

of the universe. He has brought them to their different offices or ministries. But the authority of 

the divinities is limited and entirely subjects to the authority of the God the creator himself in 

any defined geographical limitation. These divinities are represented by different names such as 

Ogun the god of iron Osun, the god of magic, Olokun, the god and goddess of the high water, 

Ohonmila, the god of divination among others. To the Benin worship stems the awareness that 

they are created by God in any environment in consequence of this, they depend on God and 

other spiritual beings who are superior to them. “Worship to them and moreso the Esan involves 

actions especially directed towards God and other spiritual beings in any environment. The 

actions include prayers, songs, rituals and sacrifices which are meant to renew contact between 

the visible and invisible world and between God and man”.62 It is the belief of the Bun that 

worship of some environmental phenomenon brings about harmony with them and God. Thus 

they see good in worshipping rivers stones, streams, sky, trees, rain, sun, among others. These 

religious beliefs and subsequence worshipping in both Benin and the Esan people take the same 

dimension, the little different if there is any should not be more in magnitude. Benin religious 

worship tends to be more elaborate while among the Esan migrants, it is less elaborate and 

materials of worships is reflected by geographical factors. For instance, when there is too much 

rainfall or the rain has refused to fall on time, the Oba has the exclusive right to appease the gods 

with human sacrifices. The Oba also can appease the various divinities with human sacrifice 

when a grevious offence is committed against the gods of the land. No ruler in Esanland has such 



right. Spasticity of population and surplus of rare and wide animals roaming the wide forest of 

Esan was explained as the major reasons. 

Another area that makes the Esan traditions linked with that of Benin is the period of 

state mourning. The relations between them in this regards is like that of a father and his children 

in diaspora. All the Bini both at home and abroad show sign of mourning by shaving their hairs 

(male). Esan complements this tradition by putting on black clothes during the mourning period. 

State mourning occurs when a calamity befalls the kingdom. This might be either when the Oba 

losses a child as in the case of Oba Ewuare (1442 – 1473).63 If an Oba joins his ancestors, state 

mourning is also declared. Sometimes such mourning becomes severe or protracted on the Bini’s 

that refuge is normally sought in Esan1d an immediate neighbour. 

In both regions, all male population in the component villages and communities were 

divided into three age sets. The age-sets were the Edion comprised of elders of over forty-five 

years old, the Igene or Ighama comprised males of between thirty and forty-five and the 

Egbonugele which consisted of boys and young men of between ages twelve and thirty. The 

Edion took all decisions in council under the leadership of the respective Edionwelelie. The 

Igene constituted the work force and the military class while the Egbonughele performed menial 

tasks such as cleaning communal roads and running errands. In Benin, the management was 

essentially the same. Amongst the Esan and Benin, this organization was commonly referred to 

as the Otu. 

Security and Safety Zone: 

As earlier mentioned, the inter-group relation was not limited to all that we have 

examined before now, but also in the provision of safe haven for the peoples. This started with 

the 1515 – 1516 Benin – Idah war, which resulted in people running away from the war zone. 

This led to an increase in the Esan area, especially with immigrant from the Benin towns near 

Esanland. The war also pushed settlements in Igalaland further southward, especially around the 

well watered Illushi, Ebu, Oria, Ugboha and Uzea area.64 The result of this push from Beriin and 

Igala countries according to oral accounts is the formation of the Benin-Iwogun group settled in 

several parts of Esan. 

Emphasizing the above, Richards has argued that from about the 1530, the few dispersed 

settlements on the north east of Benin kingdom began to show some degree of heterogeneity, 

owing to the infiltration into the society of the ruminants of the expanding and political turbulent 



country that had been taking refuge among the Ishan an accommodating people due to surplus 

natural resources.65 He argued further that there were also inter-marriages between these people 

especially the Benin soldiers and the Ishan women, leading to the formation of the Uzebu, Ovia 

and Ogan clans of Benm ongm. Besides, Esanland as a place for descendents, the area was also a 

hide out for antagonist to the Oba’s criminals and others dissatisfied with the government in 

Benin kingdom.66 

Contact with Europe: 

Benin’s association with European nations dated back to the second half of the fifteenth 

century. This is traceable to the arrival of the Portuguese in 1485. By the second half of the 17th 

century, there was a general decline of Portuguese power in West Africa. Before this, by mid 16th 

century the Portuguese were faced with persistent French interloping and piratical activities. By 

the 1570s the French challenge faded, and by the end of the century, a more substantial onslaught 

by the Dutch developed.67 The English, Benin’s and Esan eventual conquerors came last to the 

West Africa water in demand for slaves and later raw materials. Generally, these Benin-

European ties were confirmed to matters of trade and attempts at meeting up with these demands 

led to massive exploitation of resources in Esanland because the Benin’s only could not meet up 

with the European demands and marketing of European products.68 Thus the accompanying 

development of the trade in palm oil and other products led to further mobility of people. There 

was greater penetration of the hinterland by traders and their agents from the centres of European 

trade. New forms of relationships between Esan and Benin were forged to ensure regular 

supplies of palm oil, kernels and other products. There was competition among the traders and so 

frantic efforts were made by individual traders to win the goodwill of the hinterland producers. 

Traders and their agents penetrated the Esan hinterland from Benin, Aboh, Asaba and the Igala 

country on the Niger.69 

The movement of population was not undirectional. The interior producers also moved 

into the centres of European commerce to deal directly with the traders. Non-producers of palm 

oil also gravitated towards the activity centres of Benin, Uromi, Agbor, Onitsha, Asaba to avail 

themselves of the growing opportunities.70 The centres and gateways progressively acquired 

greater economic significance. Benin, for example became so economically important that 

whatever happened to it was also felt by the immediate hinterland communities. Thus, the Esan 

warriors and some other in the hinterland wanted to rally round in defence of Benin against the 



British invaders in 1897. At the peak of the resistance, by the Benin against the British soldiers, 

Esanland provided refuge and shelter to those opposed to the British regime. For this purpose the 

British invaders, apart from the use of troops, also employed Maxim guns, shells and rockets. 

With these they succeeded in destroying houses, farms and livestock as well as imposed heavy 

fines on both Benin and Esan people.71 

Although colonialism and colonial activities worked towards destroying this inter-group 

relation fostered prominently by geographical factors, the people continued to depend on one 

another even up to the 1930s and beyond for survival. For instance, Bradbury in 1960 noted that 

although, Esan people were engaged in fishing, this was done as a subsidiary economic pursuit to 

meet up with the increasing demand of the Benins and some other neighbours,72 as not all the 

area of Oto-Esan had rivers or were located around rivers, except for Ozigono, Ugboha and 

Amaru, a fishing and trading village on the Alegbetta creek which was founded from Ugboha. 

To carry out this the Esan fishermen depended on hook, Uwo for small scale fishing or fishing 

net, Igan depending on the depth of the river or stream. Since they were not professional 

fishermen, the material needed for this purpose were procured from the people (now in Delta 

state) through Benin traders. They also facilitated in the provision of canoe and other means of 

transportation for the Esan people at the river side for trading activities with the interior of Igala 

and Aboh people. 

Conclusion 

The paper has tried as much as possible to look at inter-group relations between the 

Benin and Esan both occupying the southern part of the county and the roles of the natural 

environment in fostering inter- group relations. Although both people occupy the same 

geographical area, the divergences of their natural composition encouraged their relationship 

which provided the necessary ingredient for building a virile and concrete relation which is still 

maintained among the people till date. For example till date the Benin market still plays a vital 

role in terms of bringing the people together to exchange various articles of trade and the Esan 

forest still attract most Benin hunters and farmers for games and for farming. 

Overtime research has shown that the various Esan communities have come to accept the 

Benins not just as neighbours but as part of them. This is very obvious in their socio-economic 

and political relation discussed in this paper while the Benin sees the Esan as brothers and sisters 

in Diaspora. 
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