

[image: Illustration]




FORMATION


The Making of Nigeria from
Jihad to Amalgamation





FORMATION


The Making of Nigeria from
Jihad to Amalgamation


FOLA FAGBULE
FEYI FAWEHINMI


[image: Illustration]




 


 


First published in Nigeria 2020 by Cassava Republic Press Abuja – London


First published in the UK & USA in 2021 by Cassava Republic Press


Copyright © Fola Fagbule and Feyi Fawehinmi


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transported in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher of this book.


The moral right of Fola Fagbule and Feyi Fawehinmi to be identified as the Authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Nigeria and the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-913175-09-2


eISBN 978-1-913175-10-8


Editor: Bibi Bakare-Yusuf


Copy editor: Layla Mohamed


Proofreader: Uthman Adejumo


Book design by Adekunle Adebisi


Cover & Art Direction by Wilna Combrinck


Printed and bound in the UK


Distributed in Nigeria by Yellow Danfo


Distributed in the UK by Ingram


Worldwide distribution by Ingram Publisher Services International




Stay up to date with the latest books, special offers and exclusive content with our monthly newsletter. Sign up on our website:


www.cassavarepublic.biz


Twitter: @cassavarepublic


Instagram: @cassavarepublicpress


Facebook: facebook.com/CassavaRepublic


Hashtag: #FormationNG #ReadCassava








CONTENTS


Introduction


A River Runs Through It


Son of the Jurist


The Caliphate in Session


Sunrise within the Tropics


Mad Men and Missionaries


Exit the Bible, Enter the Gun


The Glorious Incompetents


Game of Thrones in the Niger Heartland


Frederick Lugard, The King in the North


Conquest and Discontent


Bibliography


Acknowledgments


Index





INTRODUCTION


How Did We Get in Formation?


Nigeria is the largest Black country in the world. Formed around two mighty rivers and made up of a stunning diversity of peoples and lands, there is no shortage of stories about the history, politics and culture of Africa’s most populous nation. But how did the country come to be in the first place? A combination of factors has ensured that this is not as easy a question to answer as it should be.


Many official versions of Nigeria’s creation story do exist. Yet, as with all official histories, these stories are often coloured by the lenses of politics and agenda worn by the narrators. This has not always been for lack of carefully preserved records and credible eye-witness accounts, certainly not in the one-hundred-year period immediately preceding formation. Nor has it always been on account of a dearth of rigorous academic work by indigenous and foreign historians. A lot of great history books and research studies have been written about Nigeria. It has not even been so much the result of popular disinterest in the subject. Quite the contrary, Nigerians are as passionate about their history as any people anywhere in the world. We might never all agree on what version of history is the ‘correct’ one, but we share an abiding interest in the subject.


So how did Nigeria come to be in the first place? And why is there not a deliberately apolitical, nuanced and coherent origin story available for our modern generation to grapple with? Our objective with Formation: The Making of Nigeria from Jihad to Amalgamation is to answer the former question, and in doing so occupy the vacuum described by the latter. Formation is a work of popular history. Neither of us have been trained as historians; we both work in financial services. But we share a belief that history is too important to be left to historians alone. We also believe that a story this fascinating only needs careful narrators for it to shine on its own merits. So, this is how we got into Formation.


We hope that you will have an answer to many questions about Nigeria’s formation by the time you finish this book. Even though we offer a coherent narrative, we do not purport to tell the entire story of Nigeria’s formation. That would be a bold claim for any single work of history to make in any country, let alone in one as complex as Nigeria. What we hope is to leave you better informed about the origins of what we know today as Nigeria, and perhaps also with some ideas on what this rich history teaches us about the future. One historian, whose work we have relied on describes an effort like this as a ‘brick for our common house.i’ Formation is our brick for the construction of the common house that is Nigeria’s origin story.


Our narrative begins with a description of the great, muddy, contorted water bodies that we consider to be the raison d’etre for Nigeria in the first place: The River Niger and its sister, the Benue. In A “River Runs Through It,” we trace the history of the Niger, which is the central setting for much of the events retold in the rest of our narrative. We also explain why the rivers are so important to the structure of the country, and we introduce our ideas as to how these mighty water bodies served at once to attract and divide the humans of Nigeria. We also describe some critical adjacent river roads, which combine with the great rivers to complete the tapestry into which our narrative is intricately woven.


Next, our story properly begins with a stunning revolution at a place called Gobir. This successful revolution and its unlikely leader, known as the “Son of the Jurist” would turn out to be the landmark event that fired the starting gun on the series of actions leading to Formation. We proceed to assess the resulting Caliphate in Session following the Gobir revolt, and very early in our narrative begin to chronicle some of the successes and failures that would come to define the character of Nigeria to the present day. From here, the pace of our story quickens considerably because we have to catch the Oyo Empire at its dramatic moment of disintegration, triggering a devastating civil war from which a group of hardy survivors would emerge at a settlement called Abeokuta, the ray of “Sunrise within the Tropics.” The remarkably astute geopolitical and foreign policy posturing of this small settlement and its accomplished civil and military leaders would prove to be our second most important milestone, crystallising another series of events leading to Formation.


From Abeokuta, our story takes on an even more multinational colour, as the foreign adventurers whom we term “Mad Men and Missionaries” arrive on the scene with their unique agenda. We describe their agenda in detail and retell the story of their successes and failures, which will also come to greatly shape the character of the future country, Nigeria. A few short decades later, our tale of Formation becomes even more complex. As we show in “Exit the Bible, Enter the Gun,” the global Industrial Revolution, which began in the eighteenth century in Britain, arrived on the scene in pre-colonial Nigeria with force and determination. Next to the Gobir revolution and the clever survival strategies at Abeokuta, the Industrial Revolution would prove to be the third most significant event, triggering another series of actions leading to Formation. We show how the Industrial Revolution led to a shift in the terms of export trade from stolen human bodies to palm oil and other commodities, dramatically altering the state of affairs in the still inchoate country.


With this change, the arrival of “The Glorious Incompetents” on the scene was portentous for the future country, which was to be forcibly formed from a combination of imperial vision and capitalist zeal. We chronicle some of the more destructive consequences of this irresistible combination for the existing indigenous ruling classes. We continue with this theme in “Game of Thrones in the Niger Heartland,” retelling the story of what happened when an unstoppable force met with an immovable object.


Finally, with the benefit of all the preceding colourful background stories, we can arrive at the more popular modules of Nigeria’s pre-colonial history. The detestable as well as remarkable actions of “Frederick Lugard, The King in the North” can now be understood in their proper context, challenging the outsized significance that has been placed on them in the official versions of Nigeria’s history. With proper context, we demonstrate how Lugard’s revolution was in many ways the completion and expansion of the work started by the Son of the Jurist. With nuance and balance, we illuminate the brief period of “Conquest and Discontent” which followed the emergence of Lugard on the scene.


Ultimately, we end our narrative by reopening the story of the expulsion of Frederick Lugard from Nigeria, centering the work of overlooked indigenous protagonists in that crucial event. With that, the prequel to the colonial creation of modern Nigeria is complete. We end our Formation story just as the First World War is wrapping up, a seminal catastrophe that did not exclude the newly amalgamated country of Nigeria in its ramifications.


From start to finish, covering roughly the century and a decade from 1804 to 1914, Formation is written from the viewpoint of a curious observer, centering the perspectives of indigenous peoples, and retelling Nigeria’s origin story in a way that is accessible and enjoyable to a modern audience. We deliberately avoid broad conclusions as much as possible. This is not because we lack opinions, as we are both very opinionated men, but because we wish the readers to draw their insights and conclusions from our story.


Our sincerest hope for Formation is that it will trigger the beginning of many more delightfully nuanced journeys into the history and culture of Nigeria, undertaken by Nigerians themselves. We hope that the insights and conversations that this book will spark are of the kind that will lead to a more advantageous future for the humans of Nigeria.


____________________


i  See Professor Robert Tombs’ The English and their History, Page 891.





CHAPTER 1


A River Runs Through It


River of Rivers


In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, few rivers still held as much international fascination and mystery as the great, muddy, contorted Niger; draining as it did an incredible expanse of land over a more than a 4,000-kilometre course, which was home to a stunning diversity of peoples and places. The tenth longest waterway in the world, the river had for more than 2,000 years been the primary source of livelihood for the many peoples and groups that had come to live all along its banks and shores. Even for nations further inland in its immediate and distant hinterland, the river was for centuries the most effective means of transportation and communication with their neighbouring countries, for trade and commerce as much as military conquest, leisure and politics.


Originating in mountains close to the west coast of Africa, the Niger arches ‘like a question mark’1 through a spectacular corridor, 2,500 kilometres of which is navigable - irrigating barren steppes into fertile land, before reaching its ultimate terminus at a convoluted delta feeding into the Atlantic Ocean. The river’s course is an epic one, rising and falling as it does through mountains, valleys, cataracts and other geographical obstacles. A geological wonder, the river was probably formed by the joining of at least two distinct waterways following the drying up of the Sahara Desert, itself historically fertile and irrigated with multiple large inland water bodies. This might be one of the reasons why it was given several names by the native populations living in and around it. The river was known to some as Joliba, to others as Kworra, and yet others as Orimili, and Oya, and Torubeni. In all cases, the name appears to have meant ‘Great River’ or ‘Great Water’, and so the reverence and importance of the river to local culture and tradition are clear in all the various languages. Even Juba the Second, the Rome-educated scholar and Berber king of Numidia in present-day Algeria, who gave the river its current name, identified the waterway by its greatness, calling it the ‘Niger,’ derived from the Tuareg expression ‘N’ger-n-n’gero,’ meaning ‘River of Rivers.’ Herodotus, the father of Hellenic history, mainstreamed the later European fascination with the river in his ancient fifth century BC writings, while his modern successor Pliny the Elder continued the tradition and popularised the name ‘Niger’ in his Natural History, written in the first century AD.


The river is somewhat peculiar on account of the storage limitations of its basins, combined with the irregularity of rainfall over its course, which is the ultimate determinant of the water volumes available to be drained into those basins. For these reasons, on some sections of its journey, the river is broad and expansive with several kilometres between both banks. Here, it is allowed to flow fast and furious, undisturbed by sandbanks and rocky islands midstream. In other sections, however, the Niger is perilously narrow and muddy, slowing to barely a mud swamp, constrained by geological obstacles upon and beneath it. The river flows over large mountains sitting right in its path, mangrove swamps, numerous subterranean formations, limited only by the climatic conditions of the countries it flows through. Perhaps the deepest mysteries, myths and legends of the river have arisen from the sheer diversity of the many lands it traverses - desert, prairie, savannah, mountainous, hilly, and tropical forest - and the myriad geological structures that it flows over, above, or through.


From an immense outpouring around the Fouta Djallon mountains in present-day Guinea, the river struggles determinedly upwards into the Sahara Desert, attaining its northernmost position near a point where the ancient city of Timbuktu was located in present-day Mali. Timbuktu was founded here as a dry season camp by Tuareg merchants trading between the rich Mediterranean world and the ancient countries like Songhay and Mali down the river. From here, the Niger commences a slow descent back through still more arid desert, into equatorial Africa. North of Bamako, the present-day capital of modern Mali, the river forms an interior delta, made up of swampy lakes and tributaries that are flooded during the wet season. Continuing southwards, the river bends and arches its way through broad plains, thick tropical forest, and across several lakes and reservoirs as it makes its way towards a rendezvous with its sister waterway, the Benue. Both bodies then drain further southwards, making a crooked beeline for the Atlantic Ocean via several hundred kilometres of tropical vegetation. In the event, the muddy, merged, and messy mass of twin waters arrive at a confusing maze of inhospitable creeks, streams, and swamps that form their common Atlantic delta.


Difficult Road to Master


Wide here, deep there, narrow here, lake-like there, the river drains into large lakes and reservoirs at several key points. But the River Niger has been a difficult road for its inhabitants to master, never mind visitors and curious explorers from afar. This has not stopped the human communities living on and around the Niger from attempting to dominate it, given its critical importance for commercial interaction everywhere it flows. Before mechanised travel, waterways had always provided a cheaper means of moving goods and humans than land transport, and things were no different in the Niger area. Many wars were fought over the river, and Sonni Ali, a mighty ruler of the fifteenth century Songhay Empire famously drowned in 1492 while attempting to cross a small tributary of the Niger on a military raid. The great Sonni Ali would not be the first or last traveller to meet his end on the river. By the time we pick up our story in 1804, the Niger-Benue river road may have already become one of the most contested highways in the world, divided as it was into controlled lots, held, exchanged, and fought over by empires far away, and by national or commercial groupings and communities indigenous to the area. In all of the lands covered by the great river that are relevant to our narrative, the entire length of both water bodies had been revered, studied, travelled, hunted, farmed, and lived upon for centuries.


Around 1469, Portuguese settlers had already arrived at Cape Verde, off the coast of West Africa; and followed through from there to a less important waterway near the mouth of the Niger in 1486. A man named João Afonso d’Aveiro undertook the tortuous journey into the hinterland of the then great Benin empire, where he met with Ozolua, the Oba of this ancient kingdom. Ozolua ruled over a rich and proud nation with a long-standing monarchical structure, inherited from the king’s 17 predecessors prior to his establishing relations with Europeans. D’Aveiro had been preceded to the coast by another Portuguese merchant-sailor named Ruy de Sequeira, during the reign of Oba Ewuare in 1472. These were some of the first White men ever to be seen near the Niger’s delta. Images of these strange visitors were captured and preserved in brass plaques made by Benin artists at the royal court. The Portuguese arrival heralded the great Atlantic slave trade from the inner realms of the Niger area, and the river began to serve as a leading transport corridor for human cargo. Further inland, in 1526, a Spanish-Muslim traveller named Al Hassan Ibn Mohammed but better known as Leo the African published the first popular eyewitness account of life on and around the Niger. Titled History and Description of Africa and the Notable Things Contained Therein, this ancient travel journal contributed to later European fascination with the Niger, as it included tales of a roaring gold trade, as well as of great and prosperous cities like Timbuktu, which were then centres of trade and learning.


To understand the state of affairs at the dawn of the nineteenth century when our story commences, our earliest eyes and ears reporting sights and sounds of the river at the time are those of intrepid and stubborn glory-seekers visiting the area from Britain. They had heard and read vague accounts of this geological and geographic mystery and were determined to settle once and for all the controversies in the modern scientific world as to its origin, course and termination. Their successes and failures in this endeavour form an important part of our narrative, and the subsequent history of the area.


A Labyrinth of Kingdoms


The hinterland of the Niger and Benue rivers in 1800 was already diversely populated by a significant number of indigenous and migrant peoples2. The rivers served at once to unite these neighbouring countries but also, to divide the area into multiple geopolitical entities. Set immediately north of the Benue were a multiplicity of independent communities, most notable for their focus on agriculture in this fertile tropical valley, and their intense resistance to being incorporated into any broader imperial nationalities. Further inland above these groups lay precisely one such imperial nation, Bornu, a Mediterranean facing empire with its provenance in southern Arabia (Yemen). An ancient kingdom, Bornu once extended its imperial reaches far northwards across the great Sahara to include inland territories of present-day Libya but was by this time more constrained in its extent to the areas around and below the great Lake Chad. This now vanishing oasis was itself at the time still a magnificent inland ocean, at a great distance above and unconnected to the Benue.


In the more central and western Sahelian area situated just beneath the fringes of the arid Sahara lay the confederation of loosely associated, nominally Muslim merchant and agrarian Hausa city-states. Within these famed trading-states lived a great diversity of people, particularly in the main metropolitan cities. There were autochthonous indigenes melded with migrants from the Middle East and all over Sahelian Africa. One prominent group among the latter was an enlightened class of itinerant preachers, teachers, pastoralists and traders that we will soon learn more about. These long-standing Hausa city states had a thousand-year history of alternating self-governance, war, peace, and submission to the rule of imperial Songhay, then Bornu, and eventually, each other. They were located some distance away from the upper Niger, which flowed through the territory held by Kebbi, one of the richest and oldest of the city states. The Hausa city-states were outwardly oriented in commercial and political outlook, towards the powerful Ottoman world in the Mediterranean Sea, Arabia and the Middle East. From there, the dominant religious, trading, cultural and military influences in the old world had acted on them for centuries. For example, Kano, a great inland metropolitan emporium, was the centre of all the important trade, learning and communications south of Tripoli on the Mediterranean coast. So great were the connections between these two key entrepots that it was said that even unimportant events which happened in either city were known in the other within three months3.


Directly north of the Niger lay another diverse collection of independent nation-states, including the dominant Nupe country. Famed for its diverse enterprise and ownership of Bida, later to become the inland port city of the Sokoto Caliphate, Nupe was at the time the most powerful country in its neighbourhood. Westwards from here, protected on either side by a tropical forest and the great lakes in the Niger, lay the Borgu kingdom and its associated imperial city-states like Bussa and Kaiama in the present-day Kwara state of central Nigeria, and Nikki, which is now in northern Benin Republic. To the east was the beautiful and temperate Jos-Bauchi plateau, later famous for significant deposits of tin, and the discovery of the nearby ancient Nok civilisation. Below the western banks of the Niger lay the country now known as Yoruba, an extensive collection of people speaking a similar language and consolidated into the declining Oyo Empire.


More centrally on the lower Niger and its hinterland were still more diverse groups of independent nations and kingdoms, including notable empires like the Ijebu, the Benin (by now already in decline, relative to its heyday), and multiple coastal trading states like Bonny, Brass, and Itsekiri. These city-states were situated in the Niger’s delta as well as on the quite separate Cross River, where Calabar was already established as an important metropolitan capital. The Igbo country was situated east of the lower Niger, hemmed in by the Cross River, the coastal trading states, and the independent agrarian nations south of the Benue. Here, the inhabitants lived in relative self-sufficiency and autonomy from much of the rest of the world, as culturally affiliated but independent groups of towns and villages4. Later to be known as Lagos, a small but increasingly important island, established by Benin in the seventeenth century, on the western coast, but separated from the Yoruba country by a large inland lagoon, was now on the ascendancy. Its rise was on account of being a leading depot for trading in slaves with European vessels calling on the Gulf of Guinea.


 Down and across the crooked stems of the Niger and Benue were numerous independent communities and mini kingdoms, controlling inland territories on either bank, with an astonishing diversity of languages and customs, given their proximity to one another. With a few exceptions, the most common theme consistent with the communities, settlements, kingdoms, and groupings on and around the Niger and Benue at the start of the nineteenth century was the aspiration for political independence and self-regulation or put differently: a mistrust for collaboration with strangers. An important backdrop to this mistrust, diversity, and fragmentation was the destructive political economy resulting from multiple centuries of violent trade in human bodies down the rivers, at the coast, and across the Sahara by all of the main peoples living in these areas. It was quite unusual to find an early nineteenth century nation or community in the Niger-Benue area that was not engaged in some form of slave trading. The domestic and international trade in humans had become by this time the single most important and definitive driver of all military, social, political, diplomatic, and economic decisions by the nation-states and peoples of the area.


To Kill or Be Killed


In those circumstances, the primary organising principle of all relevant groupings in the area was either offensive, often for the capture and trade of humans, or defensive - for protection from defeat, capture and plunder. The natural geographical boundaries and separations between the various locations - including the rivers - were optimised for those goals, to the detriment of commerce in goods and services, or political and cultural collaboration. Additional non-natural barriers and defences were erected by all of the organised communities on the banks of the rivers and in the hinterland, including everything from ramparts, moats, and ditches, to city walls, crude landmines, and booby traps5. Also, all major inland roads were policed and tolled at various intervals. Despite this, trading caravans were frequently attacked by armed bandits and safe travelling was not to be taken for granted. In addition, the flow of the rivers was also unpredictable, making them hard to navigate by larger trading vessels outside of the wet season. As a consequence, already hard-to-conquer natural obstacles such as the broad rivers served to create divisions and separations (turfs) to be protected at all costs by the leading commercial and state actors.


It must not be surprising therefore that the rivers remained shrouded in mystery from the outside world for so long. Firstly, it would have been the rare person or group of individuals that had managed to safely travel the entire length of the rivers at the turn of the century. Because, quite apart from the treacherous and unpredictable terrain for river navigation, the social, political, military, and economic conditions in the countries along the banks and the interior did not lend themselves to safe passage. Trade was transacted at key entrepots and port-cities up and down the Niger in particular, and passage between those trading centres was regulated and invariably conducted with armed escorts. In addition, startling differences in languages spoken by many of the people doing business on the Niger rendered much of the most accurate available information on its course either lost in translation or obscured from written records exported to the rest of the world. For these reasons more than any other, the available information to most of the world on the life, customs, and conditions of the people; and the mapping of the rivers remained limited up to the end of the eighteenth century.


Best Kept Secret of the Tropics


From the time of the Romans, until the early nineteenth century, competing theories remained afloat internationally as to the source, course and terminal point of the Niger. Accurate information about the Niger and Benue remained elusive and unknown to the world, except for the local people who lived upon the banks and islands, and who controlled trade and intercourse up and down their relevant turfs and lots. Some ambitious European theorists even speculated that both rivers emptied into Lake Chad, or the Nile or the Congo, those other well-known rivers of Central and Eastern Africa. This was despite the fact that centuries of communication and interaction had been ongoing between the coastal peoples and the daring European traders who had joined the Portuguese and spread out from Benin across the entire mouth and delta of the river. Similarly, the nations of the upper Niger hinterland had engaged for centuries in active trans-Saharan interaction with the Ottoman-Arabian and Mediterranean worlds but had managed to keep the secret of the Niger’s course unrevealed or forgotten internationally.


It was not until the late 1700s that European adventurers began to commit capital, technology and their lives to understand, and broadcast abroad, accurate information about the rivers and their surrounding countries. These new arrivals in the Niger-Benue country were spurred by Victorian era curiosity and by the desire to achieve fame and fortune as explorer-celebrities. By this time in history, these muddied, seasonal, rock-and-island-studded maritime highways had been fully mastered as the primary natural corridors for transmission of commerce and information between hinterland kingdoms and communities. Our story will later follow the earliest travellers from Europe whose manic insistence forced open the secrets of the rivers.


Adjacent River Roads


Inland from and adjacent to the Niger-Benue river complex lay other important water highways worth mentioning for their similar impact on commercial and political interaction between the peoples of the pre-European Nigerian hinterland. For example, the rivers Hawal and Gongola drained large areas and connected the Benue to the northernmost point accessible from that main waterway system, at Nafada, a river port town in present-day Gombe, in North-East Nigeria. Flowing into the later great lake terminus at Shiroro - where a modern hydroelectric dam is now installed - the Kaduna river connected the upper Niger to central areas within a less than 300 kilometre range from the most populous settlements below the Sahara. And the important Cross River system provided an independent coastal outlet from the Niger-Benue system, dipping south-eastwards into present-day Cameroon where it connected a vast tropical area to the Atlantic world.


More important for our narrative, proximity to and control of commerce on the Cross river allowed the emergence of critical political, economic and military powers on the coast such as Calabar and in the hinterland, Arochukwu, the revered, itinerant Igbo martial-cultural, mercenary and merchant non-state institution and confederation6. In a very similar manner, the Imo river provided the natural transport corridor that led to the emergence of Opobo as a short-lived independent merchant kingdom, unconnected to the river Niger. As we have seen, control by the Benin monarchy of its eponymous river with its coastal access, acting through their Ijaw and Itsekiri allies and subsidiaries - as much for reasons of superstition as for specialisation - was critical to the emergence of that prestigious kingdom in antiquity7.


The rest of the West African coastline from Cape Verde to the Cameroon mountains is notorious for its dearth of natural harbours, Dakar and Freetown being the locations of two excellent exceptions. Hence, port sites were few and far between for the earliest arriving large vessels, hindered by the presence of estuarine bars, heavy surf, shallow lagoons, marshes and mangrove swamps. This natural deficiency would seal the importance of the Lagos lagoon and the Badagry creek system in our narrative, as well as for the future evolution of the countries lying behind their shorelines. Deep and eminently navigable, as well as provisioned with perilous openings to the Atlantic Ocean and connectivity to nearly 200 kilometres of unobstructed hinterland landing points, the lottery of geography ensured the emergence of Lagos and Badagry as the twin future entrepots of Nigeria.


With the benefit of this background to the area, we may now begin our narrative, which starts in the countries around the upper Niger and then proceeds downriver and across to other neighbouring lands connected by the great rivers. While the rivers provided the critical transmission mechanism for the flow of ideas and information across these historical lands, it is to the actions and agency of human beings that we owe our story. To these stories we must now turn, beginning at a place called Gobir.
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CHAPTER 2


Son of the Jurist


In the Beginning at Gobir


The history of the country formed around the Niger river began on 21 February 1804. It was on that day that the long-running tensions between Uthman Dan Fodio and Yunfa dan Nafata came to a head. That Tuesday, the popular preacher, Dan Fodio led his followers away from Degel, a town in the old Hausa city-state of Gobir straddling today’s Nigeria and Niger Republic, to Gudu, 48 kilometres North-East, in a migration replaying the Hijra by the Holy Prophet Muhammad nearly a dozen centuries before. Once there, the jihad that kicked off the Nigerian story was inevitable.


For much of its history, Gobir had been an independent city-state located on the southern fringes of the Sahara Desert. Gobir was sustained in wealth and military relevance by its trade and interaction with its six Hausa-speaking sister states (Biram, Daura, Kano, Katsina, Rano and Zaria - collectively the Hausa Bakwai), its imperial and often hostile neighbour Bornu, and the broader Sahelian hinterland of the Mediterranean Sea. Gobirawa were traders and farmers, with human bodies being a primary commodity and transaction currency. Domestic slavery existed as an important institution to maintain the economic vitality of the state. Successive rulers of Gobir had engaged in periodic armed conflicts and outright wars with neighbouring states; and its fortunes had risen or ebbed, depending on the quality of military and political leadership at various points in its long history. By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, Gobir was past its glorious prime, weakened as much by constant warfare on multiple fronts, as by internal politics.


Among the Gobirawa lived an enterprising group of foreigners called the Fulani. These were a migrant nation of people living across multiple states in West Africa. The Fulani at Gobir could be classified into three socio-economic categories: metropolitan merchants, Islamic educationists (referred to as Mallams) and itinerant pastoralists. Among the metropolitan Fulani party were some of the most influential and wealthiest citizens of Gobir, long integrated into the fabric of local society, as had often happened with many other outside groups, including slaves, who assimilated into the welcoming Hausa language and culture. The Fulani lived in fragile harmony within their adopted countries, maintaining their own strong linguistic and cultural homogeneity, while also becoming important contributors to trade, education, political and military matters in Hausaland. The biggest factor affecting the state of life for the Fulani within Gobir and in the many other nation-states they occupied was the personal relationships between their leadership elite and the ruling party at the royal court.


For their part, the kings of Gobir had not always known what to do with the Fulani. Their attitudes over the decades had ranged from warmth to outright hostility. Bawa Jan Gwarzo, the powerful warrior-king of Gobir who reigned from 1768 to 1790, had been friendly towards Dan Fodio and even appointed him to his court as an adviser. He also permitted Fulani Muslims to dorn their distinctive turbans, a significant concession as we shall see. All this was despite the fact that Gwarzo himself was only a nominal Muslim and was constantly being heckled by Dan Fodio to take Islam a lot more seriously than he was willing to. Perhaps it was because of Gwarzo’s advancing age that the king venerated in praise song as the ‘Iron chieftain, causer of terror’1 allowed Dan Fodio a free hand to proselytise as he liked. For his part, Dan Fodio responded to Gwarzo’s friendliness by never assuming open hostility towards the ruling Gobir party in his preaching. This fine balance continued long after Gwarzo’s death in 1790 and through the reign of his successor, Yakubu.


Not for the first or last time in the history of the area that will become known as Northern Nigeria, a charismatic and revolutionary Islamic preacher had risen up, and built a following of people who were disaffected by the excesses of the ruling elite. It just so happened that on this occasion, the intellectual and spiritual leader of this revolutionary movement arose from among the Fulani society at Gobir and found his strongest early support within the merchant-preacher set of this elite. Islamic proselytisation - from its very origins - had leaned heavily into political revolution and social justice. Ideological consonance was as fundamental to the spread of the religion as was moral instruction and supernatural belief. The adherents to the Holy Prophet’s message and traditions were religious followers who accepted not just the sovereignty of a spiritual lord of all the worlds, and almighty ruler on the day of reckoning, but also in the directives relayed through his servant and messenger, as to the mode of life and government that must exist in the temporal.


Many of Dan Fodio’s followers were not even Muslims yet, but they liked the sound of what the wise preacher had to say about oppression and injustice. Arbitrary taxes and - where it existed at all - insecure land tenure were just two of the most relevant concerns to citizens of Gobir. That the Hausa ruling elite could take their land with impunity was as much a problem for the indigenous Gobirawa as it was for the Fulani immigrants. Quite apart from their racial and linguistic affinity, Fulani followers were drawn to Dan Fodio’s teaching on account of his strident criticism of the jangali cattle tax. This was imposed arbitrarily like other taxes – such as the kudin ghari which was levied on townspeople and the kudin salla which was levied at festival times - in Gobir and across Hausaland. It was written that if a Fulani man’s cattle so much as strayed close to the herd of a member of the Hausa ruling elite, that was enough to cause seizure of the erring animal, until compensation - typically a proportion of the herd - was paid2.


As with any society that held a significant proportion of its inhabitants in disenfranchised bondage, an in situ body of oppressed people also existed within the kingdom, constituting another potent source of discontent waiting to be unleashed. To make matters worse, the nominally Islamic rulers of Gobir and the broader Hausa kingdoms had no qualms about enslaving other Muslims, which infuriated the devout Dan Fodio who argued in line with proper Islamic doctrine that only infidels could be enslaved. As Dan Fodio and his followers did enjoy some level of protection from enslavement, many of the persons held as slaves would have readily made the simple calculation that rallying to the preacher’s standard might extend the same protections to them. Mohammed Bello, Dan Fodio’s son, would later list ten different groups of people who were drawn to the Shehu (or Sheikh) and his message. These supporters ranged from socially-conscious intellectuals who found his message fashionable, to people who simply wanted to fight for fighting sake3. As we shall see, holding such a disparate coalition together once the dust had settled would prove difficult.


Flight to Gudu


Sometime in 1796, Nafata became king at Gobir and decided that he had to do something about the growing Islamist threat to his authority. The hitherto finely balanced relationship between Dan Fodio and the Gobir ruling house came to a disharmonious end when Dan Fodio withdrew from the King’s court on account of Nafata’s increasing loyalty to the practises of his polytheist ancestors, and general disregard for resolutely monotheistic Islam. This court withdrawal freed Dan Fodio from his previous reticence in not directly attacking the government in his preaching. The gloves were now off. Nafata on his part settled on a strategy of squeezing the movement’s membership, after unsuccessfully trying to get them to disband. Towards the end of his reign, he issued a decree designed to finish off Dan Fodio and his followers. This iniquitous law banned the jama’a - followers of a learned man - and stipulated that no one other than Dan Fodio himself was permitted to preach to people. He then went after Islam itself by decreeing that no one was allowed to be a Muslim except if he had inherited the religion from his father - in effect prohibiting conversions. All converts were mandated to return to their original faiths. But that was not all. The Muslims were easily distinguishable by their appearance, and so he banned the wearing of turbans. The wearing of veils by women was further declared contra legem.


In fairness to Nafata and his advisers, they had more than a few reasons to be worried. Not long before Nafata’s decree, Dan Fodio had composed and published important propaganda via a poem, which contained more than a hint to his followers that it was perfectly okay for them, as Muslims, to acquire weapons and wage a holy struggle. It may well have been a case of the tail wagging the dog, as his followers had started demanding that he lead them into war against their Hausa rulers and to establish an Islamic caliphate. In that sense, the entirety of Dan Fodio’s actions leading up to the armed struggle might be interpreted as a coordinated effort by his most ardent Fulani elite merchant-mallam followers to utilise the fiery preachers’ convenient mass popularity for the explicit purpose of overturning the prevailing social order and establishing a new state. Whatever the underlying motivations, Nafata knew of the poetic call to arms and reacted aggressively, as would be expected of any self-respecting autocrat.


Nafata died not long after issuing his anti-Islamic decree and was succeeded by his son, Yunfa. The new king initially attempted a truce with Dan Fodio and the Muslim party, but he quickly abandoned this course of action when it became clear that they were not going to be appeased by anything short of total allegiance to Islam. Thus, he doubled down on his father’s policies and began to implement the anti-Islamic edicts energetically. But even this hardly worked, as it drove the Muslims underground or out of his immediate jurisdiction. One of Dan Fodio’s disciples, Abdus Salam, took some followers and left for Gimbana, in present-day Nigeria’s Kebbi state. Yunfa thought this retreat presented an opportunity to teach an isolated group of Muslims a lesson, and so he sent an expedition to Gimbana in December 1803.


The town was destroyed, and all the Muslims were either killed or captured as slaves. These captured unfortunates were being caravanned back to Alkalawa, the capital of Gobir, when they passed by Dan Fodio’s base, Degel, where they were spotted by their co-religionists. The pitiable sight of enslaved Muslims was unacceptable to the Degelians, and they launched a spontaneous attack on Yunfa’s posse, freeing their captured brethren in the process. This infuriated King Yunfa, who ordered Dan Fodio and his followers to release the freed captives to him. For two months, his order was ignored, and so the inflamed ruler raised the stakes by threatening to do to Degel what he had done to Gimbana - raze it to the ground. He also asked Dan Fodio to abandon his followers and proceed on exile. The revolutionary leader refused this order, proclaiming that he was going nowhere without his followers - ‘I will not forsake my community, but I will leave your country for God’s earth is wide!’4 was his reply, influenced by the Quranic exhortation to believers living among apostates: ‘Was not the earth of Allah spacious enough for you to migrate therein?’.


Thus, began the hijra to Gudu. Seeing this retreat as another opportunity, Yunfa approved armed forces under his control to go after the Muslims in his kingdom, a task to which they took with relish. Yet, this also backfired as it underrated the preacher’s popularity and caused many more Muslims to flee to Gudu and team up with Dan Fodio. This exodus continued for months, with Yunfa and his forces unable to stop it. Dan Fodio quickly set about organising his followers, who in turn chose him as Amir al-Mu’minin - Commander of the Faithful. The Islamic flag was hoisted in Gudu for the very first time in what is now Nigeria’s North-West, and the outcome which Yunfa and his predecessors had long feared finally came to pass. There was now a rising Islamic state right on their doorstep.



Unleashing the Sword


A religion-fueled ideological movement against social, political and economic oppression, led by a revolutionary itinerant preacher, had morphed into a full-scale popular military insurrection. An armed conflict based on this uprising would soon consume much of present-day northern Nigeria and culminate in the evolution of an entirely new political order, which would last for 100 years. Who was this Dan Fodio that started the revolution which was soon to permanently change his country and kickstart the coalescing of the modern Nigerian nation as we know it? He was Usman, Uthman, Usuman or simply, the Shehu to different people. Some would also call him Sheikh later in life. But formally, his name would be written as Uthman bin Muhammad bin Uthman bin Salih.


Born in December 1754, he came from what we would call an aspiring middle-class family in Maratta, very close to modern Nigeria’s border with Niger Republic. Uthman’s family was of the Fulani Toronkawa clan who had adopted Islam quite early in their history and had thus moved away from the rural, nomadic lifestyle to a more sedentary and urban existence. A well-sized community of similarly successful merchant or preacher class of immigrant Fulani existed in all of the Hausa states and beyond; trading and communicating with each other regularly, as well as keeping well informed of developments in the broader Ottoman Mediterranean world and farther. Uthman’s father, Muhammad ibn Salih was popularly known as Fodio, meaning ‘The Jurist,’ reflecting the family’s scholarly tradition. While the Son of the Jurist was still young, the family moved to Degel, which is located near where the Rima river road joins the Sokoto river and flows down south into the Niger.


The Fulani in those days were distinct from their Hausa neighbours in their way of life and even physiognomy. Typically tall, slim and fair-skinned, members of these close-knit immigrant families kept to themselves and spoke their own inscrutable Fulfulde language. They carried themselves quite formally and proudly, with an innate sense of superiority, which further entrenched their separateness from their Hausa hosts. They also described themselves as being like birds - ‘If one is touched, all the others fly away’5. Members of the aristocratic, urbanised and settled Fulani class, a distinct group from the pastoral nomads, were known for their knowledge gained from literacy in Arabic as well as regular study and communication with the rest of the world. This meant that even though they lived apart from their Hausa rulers, there was a long tradition of appointing them to the ruling court as advisers, imams and judges going back at least to the fifteenth century. Most substantial (and even some less important) nations or settlements in the sub-region would usually have some resident learned Fulani living in their community, with at least one knowledgeable Mallam sitting regularly and advising at the royal court.


The import of this is that, by the eighteenth century, after various waves of Fulani migration from the east and west, many Hausa towns boasted some kind of Fulani settlement, usually away from the capital. Dan Fodio’s ancestors had themselves migrated from present-day Senegal to Degel, which was one such settlement. While the nomadic Fulani paid no attention to formal education, and literacy was almost non-existent among them, the settled Fulani continued the tradition of literacy and Islamic education they had brought with them from Timbuktu. Parents and relatives were a child’s first teachers, and life went the same way for the Son of the Jurist. Young Dan Fodio first recited the Quran with his father before taking a deeper dive into Islamic texts with his uncles and several other scholars. But perhaps the single biggest teaching influence on the future Shehu was a fiery fundamentalist preacher known as Sheikh Jibril dan Umar. ‘If there be said of me that which is of good report, then I am but a wave of the waves of Jibril’ Dan Fodio himself once said6.



Early Waves of Revolution


Sheikh Jibril wanted jihad, and with it the establishment of an Islamic Caliphate, and he wanted it now. This fiery forerunner openly preached against the Hausa kings and may have even tried to launch his own revolution without much success. So extreme was Jibril that Bawa Jan Gwarzo, who later tolerated Dan Fodio, kicked him out of Gobir7. The failures of Sheikh Jibril likely taught his young disciple the value of patient reform, something which stayed with him for a long time. Dan Fodio spent a year with Jibril learning Islam, reading voraciously, and travelling as far as Agadez (in present-day Niger Republic). While the master carried on to the holiest city of Islam, Makkah al-Mukarramah for the pilgrimage, young Dan Fodio had to return to Degel as he did not have his father’s permission to undertake the journey. This failure to make the obligatory pilgrimage to Mecca would prove to be a lifelong regret for the later Caliph.


By the time he was around 20 years old in 1774, Dan Fodio was ready to strike out on his own as a preacher. He started at home in Degel, which would become a sort of regional Islamic intellectual mecca, attracting adherents from far and wide, but soon took his message on the road - to the neighbouring countries of Zamfara and Kebbi where his jama’a greatly increased. The Son of the Jurist shrewdly surmised that his popularity was putting him on a collision course with the Hausa ruling establishment, and so, in 1780, he embarked on a trip to the metropolitan capital of Gobir, Alkalawa, for talks with King Bawa. There, he asked the nominally Muslim Bawa to reject polytheism and move towards the proper practise of Islam, a demand that Bawa could not accept in its entirety, considering its political consequences. Bawa’s reticence was understandable, given the still important contribution of traditional religious beliefs to social cohesion and political stability among his fellow ruling Hausa elite. Still, both men found a way to accommodate each other and Bawa even offered Dan Fodio some gifts of gold, which the future Sheikh rejected.


Much as Dan Fodio had come under the sway of the fiery Jibril, he was still his own man. He railed against injustice but believed that persuasion was the correct course of action, as opposed to violence. Even where he imposed some of the stricter edicts of Islam such as segregating women and insisting on face veils for them (purdah), he did this in ways that were generally seen as compassionate. He openly disagreed with the more conservative Jibril on at least one major point of Islamic teaching. Where Jibril had preached that disobedience to the Islamic legal code, Sharia was enough to invalidate the faith of a Muslim, Dan Fodio took the more humanitarian view that ordinary folk could not possibly be condemned for flouting laws they did not even fully understand. Sins were sins and no more than that.


Dan Fodio also led by example, most especially with his austerity - he was said to be so frugal as to own only one pair of trousers and one turban8. And whatever he thought about the segregation of women, this did not extend to denying them an education. He condemned the men who ‘shut up their wives, their daughters, and their captives in the darkness of ignorance while they daily impart knowledge to their students.’9 When he taught his followers, he only demanded that the men and women sit separately and then he delivered the message to them jointly. Sheikh Dan Fodio’s liberal attitude to women’s education would lead to at least four of his daughters becoming renowned for their scholarship - Mariyam, Khadija, Fatima and the most famous of them, Nana Asma’u.


The global history of Islamic revivalism is one of successive periods in which popular preachers emerge in different parts of the globe, calling for a renewed commitment to the fundamental principles of the religion, while demanding social reconstruction according to the teachings and traditions of the Holy Prophet. Contemporaneous with the life of Jibril and Dan Fodio’s birth in the middle of the late eighteenth century, there was at least one such movement afoot. This even more conservative religious revolution occurred in the domains of the then mighty Ottomans and was inspired by another itinerant preacher called Muhammad ibn Wahhab who lived from 1703 to 1792. Wahhab was the founder of the eponymous Wahhabist movement which later underpinned the formation of modern Saudi Arabia. This was the intellectual milieu in the late eighteenth-century Arabic and the trans-Saharan world just across the Red Sea from the Sahel, within which Dan Fodio was developing his thoughts, ideas and ambitions.


The turning point towards the armed revolution for the future Shehu began around 1790 when Dan Fodio began to delve deeper into Islamic mysticism by way of Sufism. The Sufi community regarded the manifestation of visions and supernatural experiences as the mechanisms by which Allah spoke to his faithful disciples. Visions were also the reward for spiritual discipline, which placed a premium on fasting and self-denial. A Sufi thus went out of his way to put himself in a position where he might have a direct experience of God10. Quranic verses were repeatedly recited as a form of devotion or dhikr, which sometimes left the reciter in a hypnotic state. In 1794, the young preacher received perhaps the most important of his visions in which he was presented with the ‘sword of truth’ by Abd al-Qadir al-Gilani, the Persian Saint who founded the Qadiriyya order of Sufism to which Dan Fodio belonged, and who had died more than 600 years before. In this vision, he was commanded to ‘Unsheathe it [the sword] against the enemies of God.’i This marked the transition of the Son of the Jurist from peaceful persuasion to armed militancy.


The hoisting of the Islamic flag in the wilderness of Gudu was followed by the publication of a manifesto for the jihad. Titled Wathiqat ahl al-Sudan, wa man sha Allah min al-ikhwan (‘Dispatch to the folk of the Sudan and to whomsoever Allah wills among the Brethren’), it listed 27 points, each one either obligatory or unlawful ‘by assent.’ It named five classes of people - heathens, apostates, backsliders, warmongers, and oppressors - who were clear enemies of the jihad and against whom the war was to be waged. The letter was distributed using the existing Fulani network in Hausaland and read out publicly in various places. The die was cast. A religion which had hitherto penetrated Hausaland through scholarship and personal example had now turned militant.


Uncertain Beginnings


Dan Fodio’s brother, Abdullahi, led the Fulani army and was assisted by the Sheikh’s second son, the brilliant Muhammad Bello. Across the Hausa country, local Islamic preachers, military and political elite, as well as the poor and oppressed masses began to harken slowly but surely to the call for the revolution at Gudu. In retrospect, this was a precarious moment for the ruling elite in each of the other Hausa states. But internal rivalry and centuries of distrust among the ruling elite did not allow for the collection of a united force against Dan Fodio’s motley crew. In the case of Gobir, bad blood from recent wars against its closest neighbours meant there would most certainly not be any supporting armed forces made available for what must have seemed like a purely internal security affair, at the onset of the jihad.


The Muslims were hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned at the beginning, but what they lacked in armour they made up for with intense organisation and a fierce devotion to their cause. Abdullahi Dan Fodio was also a scholar and was familiar with Islamic military historical documents, an education which prepared him for the various surprises he was able to spring on the Gobir forces. The first decisive battle in the war occurred on June 21, 1804, at a lake known as Tabkin Kwatto. After carrying out a four-day reconnaissance mission, Abdullahi led the charge against a superior Gobir cavalry. The early armed forces for the revolution came from the military resources of a few wealthy Fulani, Tuareg, and Hausa supporters, alongside foot soldiers from among the ordinary followers of the preacher. Such as they were, the available fighting resources included a small cavalry, supported by volunteer troops armed with their personal provisions, limited armour, swords, spears and shields.


Yet, these nascent jihadis managed to see off the well-provisioned Gobirawa forces, numbering about 100,000 foot soldiers and 10,000 cavalry across the country11. The Fulani army fought using the remarkably effective ‘square’ formation of fighting. As we will soon see, in the execution of the square formation, tactical organisation and discipline were just as important as personal bravery and troop numbers. This is not the last time we will hear about the square formation in our story, and this first appearance perhaps sowed the seeds of the defeat of the Fulani a century later. After a surprise attack by Abdullahi, the battle of Tabkin Kwatto began at dawn, and by noon the Gobirawa had taken to their heels. This early victory buoyed the spirits of movement supporters across the Hausa country, attracting more supporters from among the elite as well as the masses. The Tabin Kwatto victory also provided a substantial portion of the military resources, particularly horses and armour, which were taken from the defeated Gobirawa forces and now repurposed by the emerging armed forces of the jihad.


In December, the Fulani-led army suffered their first loss at the battle of Tsuntsuwa, a village outside Alkalawa. They had left their women and children behind while they attacked the town. But some mercenary Tuaregs who were now fighting for the Gobirawa after originally fighting for the revolutionaries launched an opportunistic attack on the defenceless families. This meant that the Alkalawa attack force had to be split, with one half going back to defend their families. Emboldened, the Gobirawa launched their counterattack against the weakened jihadis who had been attacking Alkalawa. The revolutionaries were close to annihilation when Abdullahi, who was now invested with the title of Waziri or Vizier and Dan Fodio himself arrived to help them out. It was a critical moment, attested to by the fact that the Shehu, who had not been leading any of the battles, was now involved.


For inexplicable reasons, on the arrival of this reinforcement, the Gobirawa decided to retreat behind their city walls, even though the Muslims seemed there for the taking. This respite would prove decisive as the war would be extended for at least four years. If the Fulani had been defeated at Alkalawa at this point, the jihad may well have been over. Dan Fodio’s forces lost about 2,000 men in this crushing defeat, including their Chief Justice, Muhammadu Sambo and hundreds of their learned Mallams who had committed the Quran to memory12. These devastating losses were to have huge consequences for the way the war was waged thereafter.


Conflict and Conflagration


Much to the regret of the broader Hausa elite, jihad would soon spread abroad from Gobir. Not far south from the Gobirawa lay the country of Kebbi, which was of strategic regional relevance as it was situated in the path of the upper river. Kebbi was also historically important as it connected the ancient, wealthy, western Sahelian empires of Songhay and Mali to the rest of the Hausa country. It happened that a member of the Kebbi ruling house named Usman Masa had quarrelled with his king, and seizing the tide of the times, teamed up with Dan Fodio soon afterwards. From him, the jihadis - who did not yet control any territory of their own - got the idea that there might be profit in attacking Kebbi using Usman Masa’s inside knowledge. In March 1805, Dan Fodio dispatched a force led by Abdullahi and the Fulani Amir al-Jaish or Commander of the Army, Aliyu Jaidu, to take the capital of Kebbi, a place called Birnin Kebbi.


By April, under siege, the king of Kebbi, Muhammad Hodi dan Sulemana took to his heels and fled north to a town called Argungu, located on the banks of the Sokoto river. Abdullahi installed the instigator, Usman Masa, as king but the clever traitor would later betray the Fulani as well and lose his life for it. For now, the increasingly powerful forces of Dan Fodio took home a rich haul of gold and silver as their booty. Empowered, Muhammad Bello next led another force eastward, taking towns and territories along the way, and in the bargain even had time for a raid on another important Hausa city state named Katsina. Jihad was expanding, and the war had now opened on multiple fronts across Hausa country. Another city-state named Zamfara would be drawn in next.


The Zamfarawa, for whom there was no love lost with Gobir, had been part of Dan Fodio’s army and played a part in taking Kebbi. But the first signs that things were not going to plan with the jihad emerged when the Zamfarawa began to rebel against emerging Fulani tyranny. The earlier losses at Alkalawa had robbed the jihadis of a lot of focused and disciplined soldiers, leaving Dan Fodio with what might be called his second string. This B-team did not quite have the resolve of the original cohort and were happy to loot and enslave Muslims and non-Muslims indiscriminately, a direct contravention of the Sheikh’s manifesto. One of the earliest direct conflicts between the newly victorious Fulani army and its leadership was over the precise allocation formula for the distribution of war booty, which Mohammed Bello attempted but failed to restructure according to strict Quranic doctrine. Bello, in his characteristic forthrightness, would later write that ‘All Zamfara rose against us because our people were oppressing them’13.


By the end of 1805, the war began to spread beyond the North-West theatre of Hausaland. Expeditions went as far as Borgu and Bauchi, at which point the revolution began to get rather messy. The further the jihadists went, the more they came up against Muslims who did not quite support their reforms, for various reasons. One such town was Yandoto (in today’s Zamfara State), to the east of Gobir but then under Bornu’s hegemony14. Mohammed Bello led an expedition to Yandoto. The town had been the centre of vibrant Islamic scholarship for at least a century before the jihad and even one of Dan Fodio’s ancestors, Muhammad Sa’ad, had studied there15. The local Muslim scholars had thus built up a good relationship with the ruling elite, who in turn viewed them as the custodians of true Islam and granted them various privileges. For the Yandoto Muslims, submitting to these newly arrived jihadists would have meant starting all over again, so they resisted Bello’s overtures. His response was to destroy the town and ‘Books blowing around in the wind’ became a figure of speech used by Zamfarawa scholars to describe the attack on their town and its scholarship16. This was in effect an attack on Muslims by Muslims, again, in direct contravention of the jihad manifesto - so early in the life of the emerging new power.


In 1806, the war was won and lost in a decisive battle near a stream called Fafara. Tuareg mercenaries, this time acting on behalf of the Gobirawa, attacked the Fulani, leading to a bloody battle. The Tuaregs had planned to pin their opponents inside the town of Zurmi and lay siege to them. But the increasingly confident Fulani instead charged out to fight them. They won this battle and it was at this point that the fickle Tuaregs decided they had had enough of fighting other people’s wars. They would soon after reach a peace deal with Dan Fodio’s forces, abandoning Gobir to its fate. The besieged Gobirawa were now pinned inside their capital, cut off from all their external allies. The jihadis decided to keep things that way while they dealt with Kebbi and Zamfara once and for all. After more than 18 months of blockading Alkalawa, Dan Fodio’s forces finally decided it was time to make their move, in October 1808. Led by three columns of armed Fulani, under the command of Mohammed Bello - appointed by his father for this last stand - they came against Alkalawa from the east, north and west. ‘God then opened Alkalawa to us,’ wrote Bello17. King Yunfa, the former student of Dan Fodio who lit the touchpaper for the armed struggle with his attack on the Sheikh’s followers four years earlier, was killed. With the successful siege on Alkalawa, the jihad was effectively over, at least in Gobir. Or so it seemed.



In the Cold Light of History


After nearly five years of fighting, Dan Fodio’s war had morphed into something quite different from the original plan. Early on in the Fulani revolution, there were already complaints and outright rebellions against the conquering forces by people who were incensed at the sudden realisation that they had exchanged one form of tyranny for another. Believers watched with dismay as the Fulani raiders, hungry and in search of food, made no distinction between Muslims and unbelievers in their looting18. Before the end of the jihad, Abdullahi Dan Fodio got so upset by what he saw as the corruption and lack of discipline among his soldiers that in October 1807 he decided to quit the army altogether. ‘I considered flight incumbent upon me,’19 he wrote. He embarked on a pilgrimage to Mecca but stopped in Kano where he had a change of heart and spent his time there writing a book on government for the local Muslim community, which was in disarray20. Dan Fodio himself was aware of the corruption and tried to square the circle by redefining the terms of engagement. Taking a pragmatic stance not dissimilar from one previously assumed by the Holy Prophet himself when faced with a similar conflict of interest during the Mecca versus Medina hostilities of early Islamii, the Son of the Jurist wrote ‘If a man intends to fight for making Allah’s law supreme, he will not be harmed by what he is possessed by during the fighting [...] Allah has excused us for that’.


With the fall of Gobir, the Fulani revolution presented itself as a compelling opportunity for anyone that wanted to take territory from the ruling elite in surrounding countries and possessed the resources to attempt it. Many Fulani clan leaders thus broke off to fight wars of conquest against surrounding kingdoms. In this way, battles raged as far as Nupe towards the Niger, the prize on offer being that the successful generals automatically became the Emir of the conquered territory. Other Fulani who had been engaged in long-running battles with their Hausa hosts, usually over cattle grazing rights, also took the opportunity to launch their own freelance revolutions. In this fashion, Emirates were established at Zabarma (Kebbi) by Abubakar Luduje and in Hadejia by Sambo dan Ardo21. Much of the ensuing kingmaking reflected the diverse coalition that Dan Fodio had cobbled together to fight the war, and in all fairness, some of the victorious combatants had been provoked into joining the jihad, even though they didn’t want to. When the war began, Yunfa wrote to other Hausa kings in Daura, Kano, Katsina and Zaria warning them that he had neglected ‘A small fire in his country until it had spread beyond his power to control.’22 The Hausa rulers mainly reacted to this warning by going after the Fulani in their midst, ironically triggering solidarity with the early jihadists. In retrospect, it is easy to understand the visceral fear of radical preachers arising among the population, which now belatedly haunted the previously negligent Hausa elite. As we shall see, this same concern then became the most innate neurosis of the new Fulani rulers and is something that continues to haunt the ruling elite of northern Nigeria till this day.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
|

4

|

FORMATION

THE MAKING
o NTGERIA

FROM JIHAD TO
AMALGAMATION.

\






OEBPS/images/pub.png
ay, |





