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Abstract 

The invasion and occupation of Esanland is part of the general British conquest and 
occupation of Nigeria which was a consequence of the revoked royal chapter to the Royal 
Niger Company (RNC) in 1899. A deliberate act by which the British sought to guarantee 
her interest in the South West of the Niger. The intention of this paper therefore is to 
examine the invasion and resistance to British colonial rule in Esanland. In the 
examination, attention would be paid to the imperial ploys of treaty signed with some 
Esan rulers and chiefs, the reaction of the people and the arm struggle with the British. 
This is followed by the examination of British conquest of Esanland. The paper then 
concludes with the major point that though generally most of the communities in the 
Northern region and those of the Yoruba easily succumbed to British incursion and rule, 
communities like the Esan people of present Edo state vehemently resisted the loss of 
their sovereignty to the British- the British only succeeded in pacifying them because of 
their superior arms. 
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Introduction 

The closing years of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century 

witnessed the violent conquest and fraudulent establishment of British colonial rule in Nigeria. 

There is no gainsaying that the colonization of Nigeria by the British was not an easy task. The 

British encountered a lot of opposition or resistance from many ethnic groups or polities in 

Nigeria. The conquest and subjugation of the major ethnics groups or polities is replete in history 

by several historians. But little attention has been given to minority or small groups like that of 

the Esan in present Edo state, Nigeria. In the southern part of Nigeria, great attention has been 
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given to Benin Kingdom while no attention has been given to Esanland one of the mini-state 

which gave a stiffer opposition to the British incursion. 

This article is therefore aimed at contributing towards the reconstruction of Esanland 

resistance to British invasion and colonial rule so as to close that vacuum created by the 

‘majority syndrome’ approach. One continues to wonder how a national history could be attained 

when the approach in Professor O. Ikime’s book titled “The Fail of Nigeria-the British 

Conquest” left out the episodes of Esanland one of the Nigerian minorities. This article intends to 

examine the imperial advent of the British into Esan; the treaty with Esan chiefs; the resistance 

and conquest. We shall then conclude the chapter with the belief that if the Esan ruling strata had 

acquired a sense of Esanness in view of a shared common confrontation against the force of the 

powerful new enemies the power of the gun could have had no much effect as it did in the 

various attacks and incursion. 

Esan Before the British Invasion and Imposition of Colonial Rule 

Esan is located in the tropical zone of the Northern part of Nigerian forest region. Esan as 

used in this paper is an Edo word which refers to a people, language and their land, situated on a 

plateau North-east of Benin City in the present Edo state of Nigeria. The 2006 population census 

put the total population of the area to be 578, 858.1 

Geographically, the general topography of Esanland is relatively flat with an average 

slope of about 1038 on the surface with an elevation ranging from between 350 to 460 meters 

above sea level. The highest point on this plateau exists at a village in the Uromi chiefdoms with 

460 meters above sea level. Part of the Esan live on the Plateau while others live on the 

lowlands. According to Okojie the established chiefdoms in early Esan were Irrua, Uromi, 

Ekpoma, Ubiaja, Ewoha, Ewu, Uzea, Emu, Ohordua, Ebelle, Amahor, Okalo, Esan, Udo and 

Ugbegun.2 

Climatically, Esanland is influenced by two yearly seasonal winds. These are South West 

and North east winds. The former blows from the Atlantic Ocean from April to October and is 

warm and humid. The wind prevails over the land and brings in its wake heavy rains. The period 

is symbolized with much human activities. When rainfall stops in October a period of dry season 

set in to bring in the North East, winds from November to March where there is virtually no rain 

in Esanland. The climate at this time is very hot with a temperature about 230-250 centigrade at 
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mid-day. From December to January the weather becomes so harsh that it is referred to as 

harmattan or Okhuakuci.3 

The economy of the people rested squarely on farming, hunting, fishing, local industries 

and trading. The influence of the rain and heat pattern on these economic activities was/is 

substantial and effective. Agriculture was intensive and comprehensively engaged in all areas of 

Esanland. In any case, whether the average Esan farmer lived in the low lands or Plateau, he/she 

was always confronted with the problems of how to overcome natural problems occasioned by 

the fluctuation of these elements. Like other pre-colonial Nigeria peoples they depended much 

on land, Otor for their survival and it was a communal property4. The Esan cultivated yams of 

various varieties; beans, pepper, maize, vegetables and other plants. Palm collecting was also a 

major economic source of revenue for it has multifaceted functions. Some parts of the region 

were known for pottery, mats, bowls, and earthen ware production etcetera. In some parts, these 

aspects of those activities were essentially female affairs. Soap making was also a major concern 

of the women fold. The black soap (Ebakho-Esan) was produced and exchanged on market days, 

Edeki, all over Esanland and beyond. 

Domestic and external trades were the main types of trading activities in Otor Esan pre-

colonial period5. Produced goods were exchanged in the established markets on market days and 

the durable items transacted on external trades. These markets however varied in sizes as there 

were small markets called Ekioto and large markets Ekiole6. The types or media of exchange 

then were described as reciprocal obligation which later developed into use of trade by barter and 

use of cowry, Ikpiho. The cowry was also used for making charms and divinations. Thus when 

reviewed, the economic life of Esan people in the pre-colonial era was elaborate developed and 

dynamic. Thus when the British colonial rule was imposed on the people, there was an attempt to 

modify and/or change the economy of the people to serve British imperial needs by integrating it 

into the main stream of Western capitalism7. 

On the political class which had it origin from Benin kingdom after all the Esan war 

leaders, Okakulo were invited to Benin by Oba Ewuare, ‘the great and power’ who gave them 

staff of office-swords and the knife ada and eben with the title Onojie, over lord and later kings. 

Following her new relationship with Benin, a new political institution, i.e. the Onojie-ship and its 

paraphernalia comprising the king, Onojie, tilled chiefs, Ekhaemon and elders, Edion become the 

centre point of political authority in Esan. However, the highest and most revered in the political 



4 
 

structure is the Edion elders, headed by the Edionwele, the oldest in the council of elders.8 this 

age grade, set Otu-edion was the main repository of custom and authority within the village and 

its members were exempted from any manual labour. They constituted the organ in charge of 

legislation, executive, Judicial and spiritual life of the people9. The other groups in the Out, age 

set were the Igene, middle aged men and the Eghonughele, youths. This socio-political tripartite 

set up facilitated maintenance of law, order in the society and the general administration. 

Socially, the people related through the Okoven system, common oath, this helped in 

stopping the numerous inter-village boundary clashes in Esan and in confronting a common 

cause or enemy. Hence it improved the inter town or village trade and other activities and 

relationship which then encouraged movement of people and other resources. Besides, there 

were a number of other ways in which the various kinship interacted. Through festivals and 

ceremonies, inter-marriages, mock-wars, the worship of common ancestors, spirits, idols and the 

supreme God, Osenobua. The most popular festival, the new yam festival, Ihulan, involved all 

families which attracted people outside Esan. Burials, naming and birth ceremonies, coronation 

of the king, giving of titles to Esan and non Esan ceremonies also acted as binding links among 

Esans. There was also joint ownership of some economic trees, livestock, and field farm and 

land. There was also the evidence of various pacts, akota, Akugbe for defense and trade, 

surveillance and common use of markets and several natural endowments. 10 

The Advent of Europeans and the Treaty with Esan Chiefs 

The intensified intrusion of the European into Esan society in the beginning of the 

nineteenth century was, according to tradition, a new experience for the people who were caught 

by surprise and mystified that there were people with pigmentation different from that of 

Africans11. Esans initially doubted the whiteman’s humanity and deep rooted distrust for him. 

Thus, oral tradition relates the like the Ijebu and Hausa respectively believed that the Aeibo, or 

white man had been cursed to live beyond the sea or was a mermaid, mummy water hence the 

pity lavished by the people when the Aeibo first appeared from Benin and Asaba coast of river 

Niger. But by the end of that century, Esan society like many others were to realize that the 

wearer of the white skin, whom they at first pitied and look upon with contempt was 

“superhuman” who was bent on becoming their ruler and over lord12. As many could remember, 

he came in three forms as an explorer, a missionary and a trader before he finally took over 

Esanland as the over lord. In his various forms, he did not disclose his imperial motives but 
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presented himself as a friend. Thus as an explorer he proclaimed this that be was the peoples best 

friend wishing to have knowledge of the countryside’s rivers, hills, lakes, rocks, or seeking more 

intensive and more direct commercial relations with the interior peoples. As a missionary, he 

proclaimed that he alone know the Supreme God, through whom the white man had become 

superhuman-the maker of the guns which could dispatch death from a long distance. And also 

the maker of the sextant, the sundial, the umbrella, velvet cloth, looking glasses, chairs wrist 

watches and “house/ship” standing on water. As a trader he presented himself as a friend whose 

commercial aspirations were believed to be complimentary to that of the coastal peoples. A 

friend who respected the rulers, and would not tamper with the culture of the people and who 

obeyed the instruction that he should live of the Nigerian coast. But finally the Aeibo became the 

arrogant overlord having rattled the sabre and forced the so called treaties on conquered Esan 

people and converted them to unwilling subjects and inferior citizens of the British Empire13 

Besides, few references based on oral tradition, the British did not have any formal 

contact with the Esan people until the fall of great Benin in 1897, 14 when an unidentified 

European from Benin city visited the Onojie, ruler of lrrua chief Ehiemuan following molestation 

and a head injury, inflicted on a Benin messenger Benjamin Aigobowa in Ewu, one of the major 

towns of Esan15. He was said to be on an undisclosed errand to Auchi or Agbede. After this 

incidence chief Ehimiuan, and the regent of Uromi were made to sign a treaty administered by 

the Vice Consule once residing at Sapele when he toured the hinterland of Benin and Esan, With 

the Royal Niger Company as witness, the treaty characteristic of imperial ploys among others, 

contained the article one of the treaty: 

Her majesty the queen of Great Britain and Ireland, Empires of India, 
in compliance with the request of the kings of Esan country, hereby 
undertakes to extend to him and to the territory under the authority 
and jurisdiction her gracious favour and protection see more of 
articles II-IX in the work of Roth, H. Ling,16 Great Benin: Its custom, 
Arts and Horrors Haalifax London 1903 pp 1-12. 
 

Meanwhile that the Esan rulers and chiefs were ignorant of the implication of content of the 

treaty need not be stressed. Infact most elders, edions who signed with the chiefs were ignorant 

of the ticklish stamp thump, where the people finger thump would be painted with dark ink and 

was asked by the colonialist to stamp on what was called a “legal” document. According to 

Esanghedo, and Aghalino, the British took advantage of our hospitality The customary welcome 
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that a stranger was given by offering him water to drink and even shelter, to conclude these 

treaties17. Just like the Benin experience as demonstrated in Esangbedo’s Thesis, Linguistic 

difference were enough to render these treaties baseless and of no foundation or importance. 

Because the British officer neither spoke nor understood Esan Language and the chiefs neither 

spoke nor understood English Language. In this circumstance the British used interpreters. Mr. 

O.S Crewe Reade who later became the first District Commissioner in 1905 allegedly certified 

that he fully explained and interpreted the content of the treaty to the chiefs and a person was not 

an Esan man as the name suggest. Again, the competence of the interpreter one, Aigbae Solomon 

in the two languages involved in the transaction is difficult to ascertain. Oral tradition mentioned 

that he was a Benin man trained in missionary activities in Lagos. In this case, the interpreter 

was an interested party as a group he representives often hoped to benefit from the outcome of 

the treaty’. Indeed, the chiefs did not understand the actual wording of the treaty and according 

to oral tradition, 

The burning flames in Benin city was still seen in Esan and to many, if 
the Oba of Benin a thin-go could be dealt with who else can withstand 
the British power.19 

 
So they signed hoping that they would not be attacked and moreover, they never knew the 

intricacies of signing undertakings. As rightly pointed out later by ‘Lord Lugard, an expert in the 

intricate maneuver involved in treaty signing “African rulers would most probably have decline 

to sign treaties if they understood the implication of these on their sovereignty”20. Moreso, they 

must have signed as the treaty was contained in a paper not used to by the people and because 

concurrence to it entailed no ceremony and the people most probably thought the British action 

was only meant to be temporary or for peace. 

In another point, the terms of a treaty with such a far reaching consequences for the 

future of one of the negotiating parties should be the result of the negotiating parties should be 

the result of discussions and bargaining between the parties. But this was not so. The terms were 

decided well in advance by the British, reflected only the British point of view, and pretended 

that Esan interests were also protected. It was the contravention of this second principle that 

made some of the terms and claims of the treaties farcical and totally absurd21. One example of 

this kind of absurdity could be given. These treaties contained the same provision in the same 

words no matter the communities in question; this could not have been the case if each 
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autonomous Esan community had really been offered the opportunity to negotiate the terms 

under which it would allow the British into its region22. 

With another established argument the invitation which the British extended to lrrua, 

Uromi and others (later attacked) to go into a treaty of protection with them was not in fact an 

invitation to choose between being annexed and not being annexed, but an invitation to choose 

between being annexed without bloodshed and being annexed by the opposite method. Infact 

apart from lrrua and Uromi “other towns were not being invited to negotiate the end in view, but 

the means to an end already unilaterally decided upon by the British. Thus after the signing of 

the treaty, the people went about their conventional practices, treaty or no treaty, to the anger of 

the district commissioner then stationed in Agbede. Thus when the people of Udenu and Uzea in 

Irrua pressed for further explanation about the said treaties signed by their rulers and chiefs one 

Omigie John from Uromi the first itinerant teacher of the land told them that the treaty means, 

they: 

a. could not have access to any outside power except through the British, 

b. could not exercise authority whatever over British subjects and their property or over 

other foreigners entitled to British protection, 

c. could not go to war with any neighboring community to assert what it considered its 

legitimate rights, 

d. were committed to subordinate their political institution to the colonial power, 

e. were to allow the subjects arid citizens of all other regions to trade freely in their land, 

f. had to allow Christian missionaries to proselytize and practice their religion freely in 

Esanland, and 

g. had to abolish all customs and practices which they British found objectionable. 

As the information of what the signed treaty actually stood for became known to the people, 

some communities took to their weapons instead of accepting the British imperium. To this end, 

some youth armed with deadly weapons looted the stores/factories houses of the British at 

Illushi, Alegbete and Uromi and debarred the missionary’s activities to a large extent in several 

towns23. To this, the British retaliated with a punitive expedition in March 1899 against the 

Edenu and Unea in Irrua. In 1900 Urorni witnessed a much larger and stronger scale of attack 

during the reign of Onojie Okolo following an invitation by the Onojie’s second son, the 

embitted lyoha as to his brother Okojie, the heir apparent to the throne. After the attack a British 
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troop was stationed in the market square for several weeks. Again, lrrua was visited by British 

patrols in 1904, 1906, 1908 and 1910, Ubiaja in 1900 and Ekpoma in 1906. However, by 1906, 

almost all Esan towns were pacified under British control24. 

Thus after the treaties were signed, another five years elapsed before the content of the 

treaty could well be implemented in 1906. When an effective government machinery of the 

British was planned for Esan country because of the various responses put up by the people to 

make the establishment of colonial rule impossible. 

Several questions had been posed as to why the British punitive expeditions became so 

frequent from 190025. The last decade of the 19th century had passed with the not too 

insignificant achievement made in the attempt by the British protectorate Officers to govern the 

whole Nigeria and the 20th century had arrived bringing in it trail the realities of establishing 

effective government in the conquered colonies, it will be too much to expect otherwise from the 

new order. In order to tackle the complex task of pacification of the people no matter how small, 

the British officers also considered to use the chiefs and Village head in the forced treaties so as 

to open up the area for Western civilization and amenities. To enforce this, Mr. O.S Crew Reade 

the first District Commissioner moved to Agbede from Benin City where he administered Esan 

to enable him send military patrols to visit, attack and arrest any erring ruler and heads in the 

villages26. In one of his report on this matter of sending troops to any protest and agitation in 

Esanland, he said. I have warned them and their chiefs of what the consequences would be if 

they continued in their old native practices or any action that would delay the opening up of Esan 

people to British opportunities27 

Esan Resistance conquest  

When in 1861, the administration of the newly acquired British colony of Lagos commissioned 

Captain A.T. Jones to make a report on the “army” of their North-West-East neighbours, the 

Egba and Benin. Jones summed up their military strategy with the same contempt so many 

European historians have subsequently shown for pre-colonial African armies, describing it as. 

The irregular matching and skirmishing of the Barbarous horde.28 

 
Because so many Europeans historians of Africa has dismissed African armies as little better 

than slave-hungry rabbles, easy prey for the disciplined, well equipped Europeans armies of 

occuption29. Very little attention has been paid to the African military response to the European 
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invasion. Yet of the reasons why the Europeans occupation of African took several years was the 

strength of African resistance. Parts of the Niger Delta, Eastern Nigeria, Benin kingdom and 

Esanland in particular were not pacified until the second decade of the twentieth century. In 

1914, 1926 and 1939, Uromi, Irrua and Ubiaja were still having stationed patrol troops to check 

further responses of the people to colonial occupation.30 European records cannot deny the fact 

that not only was the various resistance bitter, it was often skillful31. It was provided not only by 

a few  centralized states with well -developed armies and captains like Oyo, Benin, Dahomey but 

by a very wide range of peoples including the mini state of Esan. Indeed it is rarely appreciated 

that a good majority of the stale in Nigeria large and small, as well as most of the people living 

an segmentary societies, opposed British occupation force32. In the case of the Esan, the invasion 

and conquest has been seen as an unequal contest and, as such little interest has been shown 

either in the organization, materials and effectiveness of resistance.33. Yet though it was an 

unequal contest, the British had superior weapons for which Esan military leaders however 

skilled and experienced had no ultimate answer. The people in most cases gave their invader a 

much stiffer battle than the latter had anticipated and the cost of conquest in terms of men and 

material was much higher than has generally been appreciated.34 Experience of the determination 

of Esan resistance, even if easily overcome with superior weapons, slowed down the rate of 

occupation because each advance had to be worked out with regard to the magnitude of 

opposition likely to be encountered.35 This is born out by some British military officers who 

admitted to the fact that “their opponent actually gave them a hell of a battle before been 

defèated.36 

In one of the expedition against the people in 1899 when they attacked Unea and Edenu 

in Irrua town whose response took the pattern of what many had described as letting the weapons 

talk, goes back to the days of the Royal Niger Company. Before then this company had 

established a trading post at Asaba following a treaty with the chiefs of the town. From Asaba it 

sought to penetrate the rest of the west of the Niger Esan communities including Benin city then 

in search of trade and at the same time exercising some sovereign rights over the people. This 

according to oral tradition aroused the deep rooted hatred of the people for alien control. As a 

result of which the leagues of young men, Enotu and Otu Enogbonule came together with dane 

guns, cutlasses, spears and other deadly weapons and attacked any European interest and the 

invaders. The group was able to obstruct the Royal Niger Company’s agents and interest in the 
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area beyond Ehor with much success. The company was forced to sign an uneasy peace treaty 

with the natives which lasted until 1900 before the company was relieved of all political and 

administrative responsibility in Nigeria.37 

In 1900 during the reign of Onojie Okolo, British troops entered Uromi following an 

invitation by the Onojie’s second son, the embittered Iyoha as to undo his brother Okojie, the 

heir to the throne. This act did not please the already angered Enotu, traditional police and 

defense corp. who according to oral tradition constituted an arm of the secret society, Ogbidi 

formed then. They swore not to negotiate or talk with the advancing British troop or their agents 

because the British administration represented that alien control which they were determined to 

root out of Uromi. Some other people even the elders prepared to fight along with them. As the 

British threat to political independence and cultural identity of Esan grew in intensity with 

interferences.38 Other Esan villages gave secret support to the Ogbidi. Several youths who were 

anxious to distinguish themselves in war in the tradition of their forefathers sided with the secret 

society. When the British troops eventually moved into Uromi, the guns had to talk again. 

Eventually the Oghidi cultists and its fighting soldiers were defeated and broken up. After the 

battle, its main leaders were prosecuted and imprisoned. In Benin and ibadan.39 Other Esan 

communities such as the Ubiaja and Ugboha were also sent a military expedition which defeated 

the British soldiers for some time before been over-ran due to the method adopted during the 

expedition. The British brunt their houses and farm yards which affected the efforts of the 

resisting soldiers while in the battle front. In 1901, Uromi witnessed a much larger and stronger 

scale attack when it was rumored that, the Inotu and Otu-egbonuhule, youths were preparing for 

another resistance in the adjoining towns.40 

In 1904, during Captain Henniker’s visit to Unea and Edenu both in lrrua, with an escort, 

it was said, he was assaulted in protest to British presence in the town. This prompted the 

government to send a strong patrol team of over 200 mounted-men headed by Mr. F.S. James. 

After the skirmishes which lasted for three days, Ibore town was completely burnt down41. 

In April, and September 1906, patrols were attacked by Awgalu people who continued to 

block trade routes and disobeying court order as a way of showing their disapproval of the 

presence of the British troops in their towns. On each occasion, they fought bravely before being 

over –powered. Later in 1906, when the Ibhioruwu people in lrrua disapproved the patrol team 

sent to investigate the murder of one Igenebai of Igiawo, who was alleged wrongfully usurping 
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the title of Iyashere, commander-in-chief of the warriors, the result was that the British 

Administration sent a military expedition aganst Igueben, Ekpoma, Irrua and the Ibhioruwu42.  

They met force with force. Between three weeks according to oral tradition, the fight lasted; the 

Ibhioruwu and all others in the defence League were defeated and severely beaten into their 

hidings. The said defense league and the dreaded Ogibidi cultist were greatly handicapped by the 

fact that they were only armed mainly with matches, dane guns, bows and arrows, cudgels cross-

bows and their knowledge of the forest which demands close contact enough to their opponents 

for effective attack. But this opportunity they never had. Still it took days to break their 

resistance 43. As to their spirit, subsequent events showed, was not broken. However, after 1906, 

the British gradually expanded the area of Esanland under their control avoiding military conflict 

wherever possible. Probably due to the cost, loss of human and materials which was in the first 

place was Lord Lugard’s policy44. 

Some other Esan communities combined diplomacy and magic in resisting the invaders. 

Much of the information on which this pattern of resistance was based comes from oral tradition. 

Ewu, Egori, Amahor, Ebelle, Emu and Urowa recognized that the conflict, ultimately, was a 

hopeless one and that they had no real chance of expelling the invaders. They therefore thought it 

best to avoid bloodshed and accepted the situation, using the techniques of diplomacy and magic, 

Iwolo to win for themselves and their people the best deal they could. Some historians have 

assessed those who took this line of action. Who are often described as collaborators or saboteurs 

differently. Some have condemned armed resistance as a romantic reactionary struggle against 

facts. Others claim that resistance was entirely fruitless. However, there is no doubt; the Esan 

who fought did so for their love for freedom and for the fact that they believed them worth 

sacrificing for45. 

This use of magic, Iwolo had always occupied an important place in the armory of the 

Nigerian warriors, and the Esan warriors that period under review who had the unenviable duty 

of defending their communities against better armed British forces had to rely on this to a large 

extent. The result is that Iwolo played some important part even in the first patterns of resistance 

reconstructed above46. There were copious traditions about the Effort made by the Obohs, 

medicine men of the different communities to stir up local gods, ancestors and spirits against the 

invaders47. Some Esan towns even went as far as the Yoruba and Igbo countries to invite more 

widely famed medicine men to strike the invading troops blind, or to scatter them with swarms 
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of bees, to make their guns backfire or make the Esan warriors bullet proof or invisible before 

the invaders. The Fact is that since the gods, ancestors and spirits were regarded as forming part 

and parcel of the society, they were called upon and appealed to, to help defend them against the 

alien invaders48. 

Apart from the above, there were also some Esan communities whose resistance to 

conquest consisted of making a diplomatic surrender to the British forces while devoting some of 

their energies and resources to mobilizing the unseen forces of the society to do their fighting for 

them. Oral tradition narrates how those of Ewossa, Ewohimi and Ekpon made show of 

surrounding to the invading forces only subsequently to expel them from their communities 

through inflicting on the troops or soldiers all kinds of epidemics.49 Some mentioned how the 

invading solders were attacked by snakes, scorpions, insects, wild beast, black ants, diarrhea and 

vomiting and several other maladies. And yet the Esan warriors were defeated and against this 

background, that the machinery of indirect rule was set in motion as reflected in the socio- 

economic and social establishment and operations of the Native Courts, Native Treasury, Native 

Authority and some other structures of colonialism.50 

Why the Conquest? 

From recent analysis, the Esan resistance was to many people strong and frontal enough to the 

British invasion, How then were the British troops despite this strong resistance, seized virtually 

the whole of Esanland so rapidly? This could be answered by taking a closer look at the 

resistance strategies and exuberance or exuberance of Esan rulers and warriors during this period 

under review. 

Militarily, one observes that the pattern of resistance adopted by each community was 

hollow, uncoordinated and not frontal enough besides other factors. Only recently or later in the 

day did the Esan ruling strata acquired a sense of Esanness i.e. a view of a shared common 

confrontation against the force of powerful new enemies. 

During this period under review (1899-1906), rulers and the ruling classes alternated to deftly 

(and at times desperately) between strategies of collaboration and Islamization of her northern 

region by the Nupes. There and then the mind of Akugbe, unity required to confront the known 

enemy which their forefathers used in wading off the suzerainty of the Benin and later the Ahah 

of Igala became difficult to exhibit. Deep seated rivalries prevented them from presenting a 

united front and this enabled the invaders to conquer them one by one. 
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Moreover, some historians have posited that Esan leaders heard and knew of how Benin 

kingdom was invaded and conquered because of the leaders disunited approach to the British 

imperialism. In 1897 one could have expected that, in order for Esan to have resisted the 

invasion and conquest effectively two years later, they would have required to put up not merely 

a very substantial military effort, but to move towards an economic and social transformation of 

their technology that could have met the depredation of the British on their own terms. But this 

was not done.51 

It is also pertinent to mention that Esan communities had a long tradition of resistance to 

alien rule and control especially from the ever imperial expansionist Benin. The existence of the 

well organized age-set of warriors-the Inotu/Igene and Igbonuhule strong young men which 

fought the British can be accounted for in terms of this earlier resistance which had taught the 

people the basic lessons of how to deal with alien imperialist. The influence of Benin and later 

the Nupe, could have helped directly and indirectly to rationalize the social organization of these 

communities and its process of mobilization but it did not change anything. The resistance 

fickled out after 1905. The fighting tradition of these warriors trained and well organized for 

offensive and defensive attacks was easily brought to surrender the hard won independence and 

sovereignty of Esanland by mere British military invasion and negotiations accepted to by a few 

members of the community.52 

Again, the traditional tactics used by Esan warriors ie - massed attack, hiding in the trees, 

and in shallow trenches and the use of magic, Iwolo to which demands long incantation before 

potency were unsuited to the new kind of enemy with, modern weapons. These old tactics or 

military organization had been developed to deal with local enemies. However, Igbinoba in one 

of his early works reinstated that though. 

The traditional tactics and materials worked against the Esan warriors, we cannot rule 

out the lack of natural barriers which facilitated the rapid movement of the occupation 

forces. Where natural barriers did exist e.g Mountains, desert and thick forest Conquest 

was most difficult and delayed. 53 

Osamojie also mentioned that traditional tactics or not, one should not forget the fact that ‘most 

Esan were primarily agriculturalist with low population density that lacked the resources for 

prolonged warfare’ 54 
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These not withstanding, one would wonder at the way the British invaders employed 

open violence in the self imposed ‘Civilizing mission” No doubt the grand objectives of theses 

expeditions and patrols was to effect such a change in the feeling and attitude of the natives as 

will facilitate the future administration of such areas by district officers with little adamancy 

from the people without danger to themselves and British interest55. John Holt’s contempt for use 

of force as an argument cannot therefore conceal the inherently violent character of the colonial 

phenomena defined either as military conquest or economic exploitation. His avocation or treaty 

as preference to dictates as means of conquest was because of his belief that destroying the 

African native also means destroying their own assets in Africa. He opined further that: 

It as not wise to shoot ones customer. Financially, it was not viable to oppress ones 

customer for it means pilling up of debt and the ultimate improvishment of the country.56 

This was exactly what the different Nigeria peoples experienced from the British invaders 

because of their total hatred for anything African. Esan were in particular massacred in genocide 

proportion like animals because of their strong belief in self determination.57 

The final ease and most important reason with which the British used in conquering Esan 

people was the superior weapons available to them. The Industrial Revolution had produced a 

great advance in weapon technology58, cumulating in the invention of the Maxim and Gatling 

guns in the 1860s. The British armies in Esan were supplied with this up-to date weapons. The 

Gating gun, locally called Otatatan or Osisi—aebo was tried out for the first time in ‘West 

Africa. The impact was devastating, in the words of an English writer. 

The difference is that we have got 

The Maxim gun and they have not.59 

 

The few guns possessed by Esan warriors were old and of little use against these weapons. Most 

Esan relied on the traditional dane guns which collapsed before their faces when loaded while 

lying on the ground.60 Thus, the decisive factor was the military superiority of the British 

colonial army due to the over whelming power of the gun. Even in Europe and America, the 

Maxim and Gatling gun were dreaded a monster. A French noble taken prison at Paris was 

quoted as saying: 
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Would to God that this unhappy weapon has never been invented. Nor would so many 

brave and valiant men have died by the hand of the coward and shirkers who would not 

dare to look who in the face of man they bring down with their wretched bullets. 61  

Similarly, the power of the gun could be seen in another factor that contributed to the defeat of 

Esan warriors in the various resistances. This could he explained in the realm of psychology as 

reflected in the defeat of Nana of Ebrohimi and Oba Ovoranwmen of Benin Kingdom. These 

major expeditionis against these powerful rulers though not directly connected with Esan, had 

far-reaching effects on the people. Nana was regarded very highly and feared for his suzerainty 

and juju -- power. The Esan ddi not believe that  Oba Ovoranwmen Nagbasi, the invisible scope 

earth could be and infact captured by the British forces because of their belief that the Oba could 

transform himself into a spirit. Infact, he was regarded a spirit among the living. With the capture 

of these two acknowledged, super powers, it affected the peoples drive to resistance and thus the 

cold feet developed by some collaborators and Sobotuers62. 

Besides, the use of punishment in the form of setting fire on villages i.e, the scorched 

earth policy, Okhikhootor that led to the wanton loss of livestock, food stuff  and economic tress 

and a number of people that died in the process clearly brought to the prime fore the message ho 

the people that “the pacified realities of the white man superior power.63 and the rational, apart 

from to facilitate easy flow of trade, it was also to put the ‘fear of death’ in their heart. As aptly 

put by Lord Lugard: “you cannot have omelet without breaking eggs and you cannot destroy the 

practices of barbarism or superstition which for centuries have desolated the interior of Africa 

without the use of force” 64 

It was in the posture of the above analysis of colonial violence and use of open and 

uncontrollable force that one agrees with Walter Rodney that “colonialism was a one armed 

bandit protected by colonial musket and with the power of the gun”65. Thus Esan unwillingly 

accepted the British show of might explained in colonial literature as punitive expeditions, 

patrols or pacifications which ushered in colonial rule in 1906, that unded in 1960. 

Conclusion 

Finally it should be stressed that the Esan like all others in pre-colonial Nigeria would 

find it very difficult to forget the aggressive punitive expeditions and assuming authority of the 

British over the area and peoples once respected and regarded as ‘oversea friends essential to the 

establishment and expansion of British trade and commerce’. But who before the end of the 
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nineteenth century became a fiend who must be civilized by slaughter.66 However when the 

whole episode ended in 1960 the impact of the conquest and the eventual introduction of 

colonialism on Esan has ever since remained a debate among scholars especially among Esan 

Benin historians. And rightly one could say that though generally most of the communities in the 

Northern ‘Western region easily succumbed to British invasion and colonial rile, some 

communities like the Esan, Tiv, Idoma and lgbo people of the Nigeria region vehemently resisted 

the loss of their independence and sovereignty to the British who only succeeded in pacifying 

them because of their superior weapons and the dynamic techniques used. 
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