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For Elianne Andam, for Shakia Ama Bonsu Asamoah and for the numberless Black women and girls taken from us too soon






Nnipa nyinaa ye Onyame mma; obi nye asase ba All [wo]men are the children of Onyame [the supreme being];none is a child of the earth

– AKAN PROVERB

The land knows you, even when you are lost

– ROBIN WALL KIMMERER








INTRODUCTION

Softness and vulnerability aren’t extended to us, an interviewee told me. It’s a sentiment this Black woman and many others are intimately acquainted with. Instead, the logic of antiblackness frames us as figures who must endure, suffer and flirt with pain.

But my interviewee wasn’t talking about Black women collectively. She wasn’t referring to African women in general. Instead, this young woman from Bénin was describing the lot of her fellow countrywomen.

As we broke bread together in the country’s largest city, Cotonou, she had run through some of the stereotypes. Togolese women are good cooks and know how to please a man. The Congolese are known for their beauty. The Beninese, however, are strong, they’re fighters. Within her country, this gets parsed out even further. The women from the north of this West African nation are better wives because they know the place of men. Their sisters down south, however, are framed as difficult women. They have too much pride. They do not submit easily. Why? Because these women – especially from around Abomey – are still today measured against the history of the land and the women who once stalked it. Abomey, the capital of the historic royal kingdom of Dahomey, was once defended by an all-women regiment known as the agooɖojǐè. And this squad of fighters, according to local historians, was created by the kingdom’s only woman ruler: Tassi Hangbé.1

Hangbé is one of many African queens and warriors whose history is considered ‘untold’, even though the weight of her legacy is borne by some of her people today. Others, especially (but not limited to) scholars and historians outside Bénin, question whether she even existed. Despite the adamance of many Abomey historians and storytellers who assert that she was real and that she ruled, colonial accounts and internal disputes have ushered in an element of enduring doubt.

History is written by the victors, a white man said. It continues to be taught by the victors. From formative school years through university, history has always been presented as concrete, whole, lacking any veneer. We learnt about the Irish Potato Famine (albeit with British colonialism pushed to the margins), the Cold War (US = good, Soviet Union = very bad) and US civil rights (Martin Luther King Jr the paragon of respectable, nonviolent protest, unlike the hard-talking, implicitly villainous Malcolm X) as if they were each one inarguable, past reality. When it comes to race, the determinedly outward-facing focus of the UK national curriculum wouldn’t become clear and obvious until I was beyond its grasp.

The gentle romance of history as gathered fragments, offering glimpses of a bygone society gave way to a more steely process, one guided by curation and self-awareness. Nowhere was this clearer than when I encountered Stephanie E. Smallwood’s work on the eighteenth-century Cape Coast vessel incident during my master’s degree.

The historian recounted how thirteen men and four boys – all African, captured and intended for a lifetime of enslavement – escaped when the British ship ran aground off the coast of present-day Ghana on 6 September 1721.2 In correspondence between the English Royal African Company and its employees, officials noted that the seventeen men and boys were unchained before they escaped, otherwise the enslaved Africans rising up against seven white men would make for a ‘very unaccountable history.’3 This was a revealing admission: that the colonial state wished to present a history that would make sense to its intended readership, that there were certain histories – counter-histories – that would derail their narrative.

Over time, I’ve learnt that history is also written by the hungry, those keenly aware of the lack, the voids. Those in search of the counter-histories. After all, world-ending and world-building events on the African continent weren’t just imparted with ink onto paper. Societal shifts announced themselves in migrating communities and expanding circles of kin. Experiences of loss and gain, wealth and frugality, becoming the conqueror and the subjugated, wrote themselves into familial bloodlines. Supple Black flesh bore horrors we can never wholly conceptualise. The land, its people and their descendants carry the scores of time – how can such lack emerge when the consequences have been so abundant?

The digital age has provided newer tools for redressing and challenging this lack. A quick search for any facet of African history will spurn a wave of dedicated blogs and sites. Blog posts on afrolegends.com span histories of African fabrics and textiles, collect an array of proverbs and jokes from around the continent, and examine scientific contributions on African soil. Blackpast.org, a US-based resource, lists primary documents central to the shaping of Africa and its far-flung diaspora, like The Book of Negroes from 1783 or the South African Students Organisation (SASO)’s 1969 manifesto. The history section of WeAfrique, a site primarily dedicated to famous and historical figures of African descent, is packed with articles like ‘80 Quick Lies Told About Africa’, ‘100 Famous African Kings that Have Ruled in Ancient Times’ and ‘5 Greatest African Empires and How They Fell’.

Among these resources, you’ll find plenty on African independence. The ‘Year of Africa’ was 1960. Seventeen new countries were created across the continent that year, eighteen the next, with a further thirteen countries realising the possibilities of independence by 1970.4 As the likes of Ghana and the Democratic Republic of the Congo came into being, the period ushered in huge excitement in excavating the African past, imbued with nationalist, often Pan-Africanist fervour. This included locating long-overlooked African queens and warriors, emblems of an illustrious past and symbols for future freedom.5

There’s a heady allure to these figures. For those of us who have grown up with British presentations of royalty, it connotes numerous, sprawling palaces and castles, plush fabric and finery, and stolen jewels winking from solid gold adornments. These are all incompatible with the images of a barren, starving Africa that we’ve been fed by these former colonial empires. As we acquaint ourselves with these African women rulers – as well as the figures who were not men and did not understand themselves as ‘queens’ – we’re confronted with the glorious possibilities of royalty headed up by actors that are often relegated to the footnotes: Black, African women and people whose identities pre-date terms like ‘trans’ and ‘queer’.

So many of us of African descent seize upon these stories.

The story where an elderly chief took on the might of a colonial power in defence of her kingdom. The story where a sovereign used cunning means to save her people. The story where rule and rainmaking secrets have been exclusively passed from mother to daughter, aunt to niece, for 200 years. African nation-making endeavours have imbued bravery, courage and determination into their every action, elevating them from fallible individuals to legendary characters worthy of national pride. They embody correctives to painful legacies – welcome platforms for moving away from difficult histories. These nationalist agendas often buff out the rough edges, like the way the elderly chief’s kingdom built much of its wealth on trading enslaved Africans for guns or that, in the kingdom of the rainmaking queens, there is a precedent of families handing over their daughters as debt payments. In an attempt to counteract the grim stories of African history that the West tries to teach us, we enshrine stories of African royalty. It’s a deeply understandable impulse but one that robs us of complexity.

Then there are the other legacies. The ones where rulers flouted social conventions and broke with entrenched traditions. The ones who ruled through violence and devastation, like the queen who had been disowned by her people for falling pregnant while unmarried. The ruler whose self-interest saw them leverage their own people against a colonial power as a means to an end, and the sovereign whose struggle against encroaching Europeans saw her poison, torture and kill large swathes of her population.

To examine their histories we must establish what these rulers were at the most fundamental level: members of the elite upper echelon and (sometimes joint) occupants of the highest seat in the land. A place gained through birthright, internal challenge and suppression.

What they were not was representative of the everyday African woman, or the millions of women on the continent who continue to struggle against modern Western imperialism.6 Their stations padded by established lineage, the elites’ structural positions and participations in government and public life cannot and should not be understood as ‘a general index to female political activity.’7 Monarchical rule requires the often violent oppression and manipulation of all other classes, whether the monarch is African or otherwise.

At its core, this is a book about power. Together, we’ll explore the elite might wielded by these rulers, often against their own people. This, too, forms part of our African histories. Examining these uncomfortable truths allows us to engage these rulers with greater nuance and move beyond their figurehead status. Alongside an in-depth look at these African royals, we can glimpse at the lands they reigned over, the people they presided over and, critically, how these legacies are understood within countries today built on ancient kingdoms.

I travelled through nearly a dozen African countries – Côte d’Ivoire, Bénin, Ghana, Nigeria, Angola, South Africa, Madagascar, eSwatini, Rwanda and Burundi – across almost two months. For reasons I’ll explain later, I couldn’t travel to Ethiopia. No amount of time would have ever been enough; however, for a host of reasons, a longer research trip was not possible. The idea of attempting to entirely engage with these histories from my London home without ever deigning to set foot in these lands would have mirrored a number of colonial historians who published tomes on African kingdoms without ever entering the realms themselves. Such actions reek of the belief that African histories, specifically those south of the Sahara Desert, don’t require the same care and veracity as other disciplines nor the interventions of the people of those lands. The very least I could do was commit myself to this undertaking and seek out the stewards of these histories, so I set out on the trip that took me from Africa’s west coast, down to its southern tip and back up towards the continent’s centre. I spent time at heritage and cultural sites of preservation, speaking to people – taxi drivers and museum curators, tour guides and plane seat companions. There would be no book without their insights because no one could know the stories of a land better than them. I am entirely indebted to every person who entrusted me with their knowledge. Some of their names have been changed to protect identities, relationships and livelihoods.

This work became a project of untangling: decentring the fixed assumptions that have been left behind by white colonial historians, comparing and contrasting the ‘unaccountable’ with indigenous history, tugging at the uncomfortable in anticipation of what it can reveal. Influenced by Smallwood’s methods, I’ve written this book with and against the archive. I’ve written with the knowledge that colonial ‘accountable’ histories can never entirely disappear the counter-history it seeks to supplant.8

It’s not easy to tease apart what you’ve always known – what you’ve been told – to be true. I was instructed from a young age that history follows a set series of events that only happened in one way. We’re not privy to the edits or augmentations. We don’t consider the way our imaginations have been curtailed, nor what is lost when we systematically and uncritically apply Western models to indigenous histories.

For myself, and others, this unpicking will be a lifelong endeavour. But when you get a glimpse of how the societies we live in have been formed and at the hands of whom, when you trouble myths of white superiority, when you lean closer to hear the voices that have been stifled or dismissed, things begin to click. I started making better sense of my present once I turned my head and hand to the past.

It’s my aim to facilitate the same unpicking for others, particularly Africans – continental and of the diaspora. These particular histories are not easy to access, both by design and the erosion of time. So I hope that in gathering just a few, these African histories – our histories – feel closer. That things continue to click for you too. That colonial storytelling of lands they plundered and denigrated – of people they feared, reviled and demeaned – may, instead, present themselves to you as a ‘very unaccountable history’.

You hold in your hands the histories of twelve queens and warriors who led, conquered and annihilated during the last one thousand years. They garnered fear, loyalty and revulsion. The messy, knotted threads of these sovereigns’ lives run through Africa’s vast tapestry. Their rules present different fragments of, not only African rule, but the kinship, gender, sexuality, love, loss, conquests, submissions, divinities and imperialism that have contoured the continent.

There will always remain unknowable loose ends, such is the nature of working with the past. But if we attend to these legacies carefully, painstakingly, we can trace the lines – faded as they may be – from bygone eras through today. Let’s seek out the counter-histories, the intertwined vulnerability and violence, together.






CHAPTER 1 Mọrèmi Àjàṣorò The Spy Queen
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The beginning belonged to Olódùmarè. A being vaster than the skies, a force that planets and galaxies fold themselves into, the keeper of knowledge, the owner of the secrets that turn the universe.

In one of the many versions of the Yorùbá creation story, it is said that Olódùmarè, the Supreme Being, gathered all their wealth into one place before sending a messenger to call upon the 401 Irúnmọlè, their intermediaries between realms. The messenger had a task for this supernatural fleet: to carry Olódùmarè’s treasures from Ìkọ̀lé Ọ̀run to Ilé Ayé, from the otherworldly realm to Earth.

But first, the Irúnmọlè were each ordered to entertain and prepare food for their guest, the messenger: a potful of steaming soup, kola nuts swaddled by their reddish-brown husks, a lump of pounded yam inviting searching fingers to tear into its dough. They were also told to provide goats and poultry offerings, and thousands of cowries.

However, none of the Irúnmọlè followed the instructions. None but Ọ̀rúnmìlà, the only among them to greet Olódùmarè’s guest with a hearty welcome. Belly full, the guest disclosed to Ọ̀rúnmìlà that the most important treasure would be underneath Olódùmarè’s seat.

Later, when the Irúnmọlè assembled before the Supreme Being, vying for the most valuable contents to carry, Ọ̀rúnmìlà was patient. As the other Irúnmọlè departed for Ilé Ayé with money, food and other vestiges of wealth, Ọ̀rúnmìlà looked on. When they had finally all left, Ọ̀rúnmìlà looked under Olódùmarè’s seat and found a snail shell.

Ọ̀rúnmìlà followed the other Irúnmọlè and found them gathered at the end of the path that led from Ìkọ̀lé Ọ̀run to Ilé Ayé. Their descent had been thwarted by the water that covered the Earth’s surface, leaving no place to step foot. It was from within the snail shell that Ọ̀rúnmìlà found the tools necessary for an earthly landing: a net to cast upon the water, soil to place upon the net and a rooster to spread the soil on both the net and water.

The ground spread, slowly at first and then with haste once Ọ̀rúnmìlà descended, following the being’s order to expand itself with speed. Ọ̀rúnmìlà became the first being to stand on Earth and the ground under Ọ̀rúnmìlà’s feet came to be known as Ifè. Wàrà in Ilé-Ifẹ̀. The other hundreds of Irúnmọlè descended shortly after, 256 in total. And, once they had carried out their work of making Ilé Ayé habitable for human life, soon came the òrìṣà – humans who spent their lives as apprentices of each Irúnmọlè, and passed their learnt skills onto their own descendants. With these practices preserved through to the present day, a person becomes an òrìṣà during their lifetime, accruing fitting powers for their position. The òrìṣà are numbered as ‘400+1’, as a shorthand for ‘as many as your mind can comprehend, and then add one’. This innumerable enclave is the link between Olódùmarè and the humans who would populate the earth.1

Olódùmarè’s knowledge and wisdom were to be mediated through Ọ̀rúnmìlà, the witness to not only earthly creation but human destinies. Ifá, the divination and pedagogical system that has shaped the lives of Yorùbá communities on the continent and across the African diaspora, is also credited to the wise figure.

By 2000 BCE (Before Common Era), the land Ọ̀rúnmìlà had stepped upon, Ilé-Ifẹ̀, had flourished. It was during ‘The Bronze Age’ (2000 BCE to 500 BCE) that the indigenous Nok peoples, specifically those who had made a sacred home of Ilé-Ifẹ̀, were visited by a Yorùbá contingent led by Odùduwà.2

Some say Odùduwà descended from the skies to Earth on a chain, others that they were a migrant from neighbouring lands or even as far as Mecca.3 They appear as woman, man and òrìṣà. It is generally agreed, however, that this figure claimed the Ilé-Ifẹ̀ seat as their own, the seat that most, if not all, Yorùbá settlements and kingdoms trace their origins to. Of course, some of these claims of descent may have been fabricated to underscore a future ruler’s legitimacy as validation lay with Odùduwà’s legacy in the sacred city.4 After all, while Odùduwà was an òrìṣà, they had a descendant of the same name who became the first ọ̀ọ̀ni of Ilé-Ifẹ̀ – the title given to the highest priest and paramount steward of knowledge in old Yorùbáland. (Yorùbá people often bear the names of their progenitors, as surnames came with schooling systems.5)

As documented in Ifá, during Odùduwà’s lifetime and shortly after their death, their children and grandchildren dispersed from Ilé-Ifẹ̀. Although scattered, they were bound to one another by a primary mission: to settle, occupy and found their own empires.6 With their exploits likely funded by the Odùduwà line, the descendants paid taxes back to the dynastic house once their empires, cities and territories were established.7 Ọ̀yọ́;, Ketu and Bénin sat among these original dominions which dominated the territory to the right of the kingdom of Dahomey and the left of the Nupe territories.8 As the fourteenth century rushed forth, the focus of the Odùduwà-linked lands shifted from agriculture to conquest, laying the foundations for the Yorùbá domination that was to come.9

‘Yorùbá’ and ‘Yorùbáland’ as loosely affixed terms are misleading. Though these subgroups would go on to occupy an expansive territory and share a common tongue and culture, the use of ‘Yorùbá’ as a catch-all is a recent development that emerged after the nineteenth century.10 In fact, ‘Yorùbá’ originally only referred to one kingdom, the Ọ̀yọ́;, with historians finding that the various Yorùbá-speaking groups didn’t seem to refer to themselves by any common name.11 Their differing beliefs, social structures and dialects set them apart.12 Ilé-Ifẹ̀ was the common factor that drew the different subgroups into its orbit, the spiritual and cultural capital of the region.

However, as the 1400s approached, the star of the Ìfẹ Empire was fading. As the regional picture shifted, with power transferred from one empire to the next, new towns were still being established.

One such town, Offa – which sits around 100km north-east of present-day Ilé-Ifẹ̀ – was founded between 1000 and 1395 by a crown prince from the growing Ọ̀yọ́; dynasty.13 It’s said that Offa is the hometown claimed by Mọrèmi Àjàṣorò.



As fat and juices dripped from the cooking meat, the aroma would’ve hazily drifted through the gathered celebrants, provoking moisture in mouths that would soon acquaint themselves with the source of temptation. The smell itself signalled the mood of the occasion.

When an animal is offered, a trained holy figure, often a babalawo, a priest of Ifá, skins and cooks it. The meat is laden with àṣẹ bequeathed by Olódùmarè – the ability to activate and utilise innate energy and power believed to reside in all beings, animals, natural phenomena and divine entities.14 The àṣẹ is passed from the meat onto all who partake, whether there to mark events like the birth of a child, or, in this case, a spousal union.15 Waste has no place in òrìṣà practices, as they centre on community, economy and protecting the most vulnerable. To eat well is to give the body the ultimate offering – ẹnu l’ẹbọ.16

Was Mọrèmi overwhelmed by the rites and rituals that accompanied her union, like the premarital use of Ifá divination to test the compatibility of the couple, helping them avoid unforeseen tragedy within their relationship?17 Did she have any worries about whether her ori – inner head – would be aligned with that of her betrothed or if they would be advised by Ifá to ‘think deeply’ about the potential ramifications?18

Was the Offawoman swept away in the preparation? If Ìfẹ marriage traditions ran parallel to those documented in Ọ̀yọ́;-Yorùbá, was she subsumed by the betrothal period? There was the celebration of her òrìṣà, receiving the food, money and cherished objects gifted to Mọrèmi’s family by the family she was ‘marrying’.19 Was she burdened by expectation, lost to the rituals she needed to observe? Or, if she was indeed already a princess of Offa as has been suggested by some researchers, was such lavished attention simply par for the course?20

The threshold over which Mọrèmi was carried was in Ilé-Ifẹ̀ and its compound belonged to the kingdom’s ọ̀ọ̀ni.21 The question of which ọ̀ọ̀ni she married, however, has pulled historians down differing paths. The popular answers to these questions shed light on uneasy grips on power in the region.

The popular choice is Ọ̀rànmíyàn, positioned both as a son and grandson of Odùduwà; the man who founded Ọ̀yọ́;-Ilé, the seed that would grow into the Ọ̀yọ́; Empire.22 Overseeing this budding kingdom, Ọ̀rànmíyàn is said to have become its first aláàfin in the 1300s – a term which roughly translates as ‘the custodian of the palace’.23 Aláàfin and ọ̀ọ̀ni are often incorrectly used interchangeably to describe Ọ̀rànmíyàn and the rulers who follow him as the highest positions in two different Yorùbá power structures. Aláàfin is exclusively used for Ọ̀yọ́; title holders, while ọ̀ọ̀ni is strictly for Ìfẹ.24 There is still further confusion over who ruled where and when, with Ọ̀rànmíyàn returning to reign in Ilé-Ifẹ̀ and described as anywhere between the city-state’s fourth and sixth ọ̀ọ̀ni.25 Even his status as aláàfin is contested, with suggestions that he actually installed his son as the title’s first holder.26 Crucially, like Odùduwà, there was more than one Ọ̀rànmíyàn as, for identification purposes, people were named after their grandparents and the guilds (membership-based profession schemes, i.e. weavers, farmers, blacksmiths and traders) they belonged to.27

The figure of Ọbalùfọ̀n Aláyémọrẹ, or Ọbalùfọ̀n II, also complicates the picture. Referred to as the third ọ̀ọ̀ni of Ìfẹ, Ọbalùfọ̀n was likely forced out of power by Ọ̀rànmíyàn and only reclaimed the throne following his adversary’s death.28 As a result, Mọrèmi’s spouse changed alongside the flow of power – a wife to Ọ̀rànmíyàn and then to Ọbalùfọ̀n II when he seized authority once more.29 This might not have been her first time celebrating a union.

Like the heady scent of a cooking sacrifice dispersing through the air and refusing to be tethered, the timeline of Mọrèmi dances around the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries but, as of yet, can-not be known for sure. However, her legacy has been sealed as Olorì Mọrèmi – a princess consort to the ọ̀ọ̀ni.



‘Western storytelling is fixed on dates and location but Yorùbá storytelling is more hinged on the ability of each story to be archived,’ says ayọ̀délé oọ́fintúádé from across our table in the Kokodome in Ìbàdàn, the populous city you have to pass through to get from Lagos to Ilé-Ifẹ̀.

Our raised perch is a prime spot for people-watching as we observe a lazy Sunday afternoon crowd milling through the restaurant doors. The humidity blanketing us is welcome and makes my luminescent glass-encased Fanta Orange (no ice, of course) all the sweeter. After a difficult few days in Lagos which gave me a glimpse of the vocal sexual objectification, cat-calling and in-timidation that Nigerian feminists regularly highlight, in ayọ̀délé’s company, the tight band of anxiety around my chest eases.

As with almost every person I’ll interview on my travels, this is our first meeting and it was orchestrated on social media. After sending a DM riding the wings of hope and a few further exchanges with the acclaimed author of Lákíríboto Chronicles: A Brief History of Badly Behaved Women and Eno’s Story, we’re finally together. As I sip my glowing drink, ayọ̀délé’s candour and no-nonsense affability warm me. Donning an airy, striped jumpsuit and strings of multicoloured beads around her neck, she mulls over my question of the place of folklore in Yorùbá storytelling with a smoking slim cigarette hanging from her fingers.

To her mind, Yorùbá traditions such as the ones I outline here cannot be archived in books or videos. Those don’t last, she tells me. Those are temporal. The preservation of Odu Ifá and Ese Ifá – sacred scriptures and verses – has never been rooted in these mediums.

‘Our verses have been around for hundreds of thousands of years,’ the writer explains. ‘They keep adding to them and they keep expanding, but there’s still a core. There’s a way a story is told and when someone refers to it, you remember it. If not maybe the title, then the story itself because [you recognise] the pattern in the way stories are told.’

For the Yorùbá, it’s the power of the tongue that steers precious fragments from then to now. According to one Yorùbá saying, ‘Bi omo o ba itan, a ba àrọ̀bá, àrọ́bá, baba itan’ or, ‘If a child doesn’t witness history, the child will hear tales; tales, father of history.’30 These traditions, particularly rara – praise poems – skew towards the elite classes including rulers, the wealthy and those deemed exceptionally brave.31 As such, a fantastical and mythical register runs through these retellings. Ìbàdàn-based linguistics and communications scholar Abiola Odejide calls the result ‘faction’ – a mix of fact and fiction – which ‘allows licence in recreating actual events and the use of motifs and symbols from oral tradition even though the recent past is its temporal setting.’32

These modes of storytelling demand the suspension, at least temporarily, of Western-formed registers, ayọ̀délé explains. ‘[For example] praise poems require you to have a shift in mindset and if you’re going into that space with a very Westernised understanding, hinged on dates and locations, you lose so much of the legend and folklore.’

Odejide emphatically agrees: ‘For the unsophisticated reader who applies only the rigid conventions of the realistic story, it is a disorienting world.’33

Yet, it’s not just oral modes of Yorùbá collective memory that bend, challenge and disrupt the lenses of those of us with entrenched Eurocentric concepts.

    There’s the language, for example, that is not only gender-free (i.e. there are no gender-specific words that denote son, daughter, brother, sister, ruler34) but alive with music. When describing translating the musical quality of Yorùbá into English, Ulli Beier notes that ‘poetry is what is left out.’35 In a note on Yorùbá orthography – the conventional spelling system of the Yorùbá language – in her seminal book The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí demonstrates the three underlying pitch levels. ‘The low tone is marked with a grave accent (e.g. à, ì, ò), the midtone is unmarked and the high tone is indicated with an acute accent (e.g. é, ó, ú)’ alongside subscript marks where ‘the ẹ is approximately equivalent to the e in the English word “yet”; the ọ is close to the o sound in “dog”; and the ṣ is close to the English sh sound.’36 However, with so many names and words unmarked, particularly in scholarly works, Oyěwùmí flags that there is a tendency to discount the diacritics in African languages (although, in English language publications, this can be extended to nearly all languages except French). And yet, ‘without the diacritics, those words do not make sense.’37

There are the relationships between the peoples, the land and lineage. ‘Having children is one of the few ways of ensuring your stewardship of land is maintained,’ ayọ̀délé had told me. ‘[It is] one of the reasons why there was a lot of adoption going on in Yorùbá city-states back then. Adoption rights [were] done in such a way that you can trace your ancestors.’ In fact, growing up, ayọ̀délé herself didn’t know who had birthed her, given that she was raised by a number of women. There was no centralised ‘mother’ figure in her household, reflective of how groups of women tend to operate within Yorùbá societies. My companion referred to how incumbent obas (rulers) are often surrounded by clouds of women who aid with decision-making.

There’s also the manner in which wealth is understood and accrued, linked to offspring and land. For Ìbàdàn women, ayọ̀délé had specified, ‘if they’d have a child with you, they’d make sure you have land and come from a wealthy place. They’d have that child with you then look for another person who has wealth and have a child with that person.’ Perhaps having three or four children for as many households, the bearer of them ultimately gets shares further down the line when issues of inheritance arise. It’s a practice that has lasted through to the present, although today, no one talks about it or other behaviours that can be linked back to sex.38 This is even more pronounced when navigated in the English language. If poetry is what is lost in translation, it’s ignominy that fills the void. ‘Nobody’s shy about these things but once you start talking about these things and sex in English, you start blushing,’ ayọ̀délé had told me. ‘The language of sex in the English language is very closely tied to shame.’ As such, far-stretching practices are ubiquitously cloaked in imported stigma.

Then, there’s the marketplace.



When appraising the ọjà (market), Mọrèmi would’ve watched the sun’s fingers lazily trailing over the buzzing mass of bodies, channelling warmth into the ground beneath brown feet, sandalled soles and the hooves of bleating livestock. The searching hands appraising over hairy iṣu (yams), kola nuts and cassava, seeking out imperfections only known to the finger pad, under the watchful eyes of the women olónjes – food sellers. An errant child pulled out of one of the ọjà’s main earthen paths, narrowly avoiding passing women with their balanced woven baskets filled with pots, calabashes, firewood and bundles of leaves for protecting food. Wrapped babies mewling into the backs of guardians locked in conversation. The smell of bananas, spices and palm oil puncturing the air, rising above the enticements of canny vendors – olojà – and the haggling of consumers reluctant to relinquish too many cowries.39 Little takes place that misses the eye of the Ìyálojà (or the babalojà). Every ọjà has one. If the market itself is considered a state, an empire, a kingdom of its own, then its highest position belongs to them as the chief marketer.

Yorùbá ọjà held financial significance as a vital link in the marketing process, with most agricultural products entering the exchange economy through local markets, alongside access to certain crafts like weaving, smithing, dyeing and calabash-carving.40 These economic hubs – normally found in the centre of a town – were primarily run by women who traded and set the prices.41

Mọrèmi, better than most, would’ve known the alluring pull of the ọjà, how it beckons people from different towns and nationalities, as well as different ‘beings’ altogether.42 For her, the presence of spirits and òrìṣà roaming the marketplace would’ve been a given, making the ọjà a divine site – especially at night. When the night markets closed, after midnight, the ọjà historically had to be vacated by humans and ‘turned over to the spirits’.43

The marketplace is frequented by Ọya who, aligned with sudden change, winds and storms, is also the òrìṣà of the marketplace where money changes hands and fortunes can be shifted through profit and loss; offerings to Ọya are often made at an ọjà.44 Appearances are made by Èṣù, the possessor of àṣẹ, a maker of mischief and the representation of choice and crossroads – both of which are plentiful in and around Yorùbá markets.45 There’s also Ajé, an òrìṣà representing wealth, trade and money but is also tied to fertility and reproduction, a being who is invoked in the day-to-day of the ọjà. ‘Ajé óò wa,’ customers respond to the olojà whose wares they won’t be purchasing that day. Ajé will come. Profit and wealth will come to you, even though I have refused you.46

These òrìṣà, and others, stalk the marketplace, a domain shared with humans. And if the ojà is generally a location of spiritual gravitas, then the marketplace in the sacred city of Ilé-Ifẹ̀ drips with divine primacy. However, as Mọrèmi would learn, what is sacred to one, may be a target to another.



Some historians believe that it was the coastal Ìgbò who would regularly descend upon the Ilé-Ifẹ̀ ọjà to steal and abduct. Each time, the raiders made off with the vendors’ produce, animals and Ifẹ̀ peoples – the latter intended for enslavement. And each time, they left a furious and terrified Ifẹ̀ community in their wake who felt helpless in the face of what they understood as a spiritual attack.47

It’s worth noting that the name of this people (who are part of the Ìlàje linguistic group) has since become a bone of contention for Nigerians today. ‘Ìgbò’, a Yorùbá word, translates as ‘bush’ or ‘forest’ – as does ‘Ugbo’; both are used interchangeably. Similarly, both ‘ule’ and ‘ilé’ refer to a house.

The issue arises when Ìgbò/Ugbo is used to describe a different population that stem from the historic Igboland. Inhabiting southeastern Nigeria, the Igbo people are one of the largest ethnic groups in Africa. The feudal divisions between the three dominant ethnic groups in Nigeria – Hausa-Fulani, Yorùbá and Igbo – erupted after Nigeria became independent in 1960. The predominantly Igbo Republic of Biafra declared its independence from Nigeria in 1967 and an almost three-year long war killed between 1,000,000 and 3,000,000 civilians largely through starvation. Almost as many were left malnourished and displaced.48 Against this loaded, traumatic history, it feels vital to clarify that, in this chapter, ‘Ìgbò’ refers only to the coastal Ìlàje group.

Although they dwell in the Delta regions presently, the Ìgbò once claimed Ilé-Ifẹ̀ as their home, considering themselves to be the ‘original’ inhabitants of the city. Changes in power, political manipulation and familial disputes had driven them out.49 Each time they swarmed the Ifẹ̀ market, this surely sharpened their desire to plunder Mọrèmi’s lands.

Covered from head to toe in iko – clothing made from the dried leaf fronds of raffia palms – the marauders would’ve cut intimidating figures. Not only are the leaves, fibres and bark useful for making mats, brooms, furniture and other day-to-day objects (‘The Yorùbá believe that there’s no part of the palm tree that goes to waste,’ ayọ̀délé explained) but the raffia tree is spiritually significant. Its leaves, for example, are often used to barricade shrines and sacred forestland belonging to the òrìṣà.50

Whenever the attackers burst through the city, they unleashed fear and chaos on the ọjà. When they were busy sending produce flying one way and unsettled livestock the other, was Mọrèmi sometimes present? Did her eyes take in the abject panic that seized her people? Did she call out warnings, direct them on where to hide or use that same voice to plead with the iko-clad looters? Did she watch a terrified Ifẹ̀ people scatter in all directions, grabbing what they could while pulling their children towards them in earnest? Did Mọrèmi clutch her own child – Olúorogbo or Oluogbo – closer, all too aware of how capture often heralded a lifetime of separation from kinfolk and kingdom?

Though convinced that spiritual forces were cowing the Ifẹ̀ people into submission, it didn’t stop it being an affront. It was bad enough for the ọjà in Ilé-Ifẹ̀ – the ‘mother of all markets in Yorùbáland’ – to be commercially disrupted given its key position within trade routes which beckoned craftsmen, artists, traders, warriors and more. It was worse still for raids to take place in a sacred kingdom and result in the capture of Mọrèmi’s people, descendants of the imperious Odùduwà.51

For Ifẹ̀ was more than just a busy community centre. It buzzed with sanctified intensity, with divine vibrancy. According to traditions, it was the centre of creation for the world; it was a living altar.52 And it was to be protected at all costs.



According to the Ifá belief system, there are only two predetermined events in our lives: the day we are born and the day we will die. During the time in between, the Yorùbá people are guardians of the land – not its owners. Connection to the earth, as well as the òrìṣà, means that there is a constant loop to both, with the latter particularly nurtured through honour and emulation. After all, according to Ifá traditions, it was the òrìṣà who came together to design each human body.

Sipping our drinks by the Kokodome pool, ayọ̀délé paints a picture of divine mechanics. The work of Ògún, òrìṣà of tech-nology and engineering, on the human frame, with Obatalá moulding them from clay and carving the orifices of the face; Ọya, with their sudden winds and gusts, represents the respiratory system and the air that enters our lungs; Ṣàngó, òrìṣà of virility, wrath and oratory skill, occupies our tongues and genitalia while Ọsanyìn, whose domain is healing, herbal medicine and nature, connects humans to the food and medicine that nourish us.53 Once the being has been formed, it is the breath of Olódùmarè that brings life and activation.

And so, to stem the flow of raids, Mọrèmi determined that the aid she required was not of this world. The deliverance of the defenceless Ilé-Ifẹ̀ could be sought at one of her realm’s ojúbọ – sacred places.

There are as many ojúbọ as there are òrìṣà or Irúnmọlè. In fact, there can be two, three or more ojúbọ dedicated to the same entity in a single village or town.54 These are living spaces as well as a space where the òrìṣà or Irúnmọlè is cared for, honoured and sanctified. In many cases, the òrìṣà of each family live in the same space.55 Ojúbọ can be found in ọjà and at road junctions, erected at the main entrances to towns and villages, by trees, on hills, at the banks of rivers, lakes and lagoons. ‘No ojúbọ is a permanent or singular abode for a deity’, writes J. Omosade Awolalu, a scholar of African traditional faiths. ‘They can be invoked at any ojúbọ.56

When Mọrèmi stood on the banks of the Esimirin River, that, too, was an ojúbọ. Historians like David Abiodun explain that, after communing with Ifá, the Olorì was told to appease the river, that it would give her the tactics needed to stop the raids, that she would be forever indebted to the river spirit.57 Help often comes at a cost.

She consulted the waters and began to plan.



Moremi premiered in 2018 at the ọ̀ọ̀ni’s palace in the modern-day Osun State (which encompasses Ilé-Ifẹ̀), with the Olorì played by Abiodun Dúró-Ládiípọ̀ who also directed the film. We watch as she is presented before the effusive Ìgbò leader and his court as he delights in what his raffia-trussed warriors have delivered from their latest raid on the sacred city.58

Gone are the colourful necklaces that adorned Mọrèmi’s neck, the intricate beadwork that graced the crown of her head and the smalls of her wrists, the evidence that signalled her status in Ilé-Ifẹ̀. Receiving plaudits from their chief, the warriors have removed the heads of their costumes, their very ordinary, sweaty human faces revealed. It’s not long before Mọrèmi’s beauty catches the eye of the Ìgbò men and soon, their chief too.

A forlorn-looking Mọrèmi – her initial woes presented, in part, because of jealous mistreatment at the hands of the Ìgbò leader’s wives – eventually earns the trust of the most senior wife. It is she who reveals that the masquerades used by her people are only grass, while informing the new palace inhabitant that it is forbidden to take fire near where the unwieldy iko costumes are stored, an act punishable by death. ‘O ma ṣe o,’ Mọrèmi says with a shake of the head as she turns briefly to stare down the camera, splintering the fourth wall. What a pity.

Scholars have built upon this narrative: that, having allowed herself to be captured during the latest Ìgbò raid, Mọrèmi studied their ways with the goal of understanding the masquerades and where their weaknesses lay; that she used ‘her beauty and seductive powers’ to wed the enemy ruler; that she quietly held onto her gathered information while telling the Ìgbò leader – widely believed to have installed her as his wife – that she would have to return to her people and observe the proper customs before sexual appetites could be whetted; that, actually, instead of seeking permission, she escaped instead.59

All of their interpretations arrive at the same point: the woman who had made a home of Ifẹ̀ managed to return to it, with the knowledge that the ọjà was set to be raided again – and soon.



Outside my Ilé-Ifẹ̀ hotel, my soon-to-be driver and I share a laugh beside his car. I know he’s hustling me and he knows I know I’m being hustled. He gestures towards his vehicle, its sleek, expensive-looking body a justification for the price. The security guard whose post is normally at the compound’s entrance looks on with amusement. Since he insisted on fetching cigarettes for me the night before, I’ve acquired a new escort. Ultimately, all three of us know how this will go. In most, if not all, of my transactions across the trip, there is an unspoken, bilaterally agreed dynamic: the stated price is inclusive of an English accent tax which means that I can afford it.

Once all settled against the red leather interior, we head into the sacred city. Under a grey sky and against corrugated metal-topped buildings lining the road, Ilé-Ifẹ̀ quickly flashes past with sparks of colour breaking up the brown roadside tableau. Stacked fizzy drink bottles on red crates, a tempting sight for thirsty throats. Orange wheelbarrows and blue, red and grey loops of pipe arranged outside a trade tools shopfront, next to rows of parked bikes. People walking along the road in sliders as red-bodied motorcycles zoom in the opposite direction.

The next four or five hours are no less of a whirlwind. We pass by the grove and shrine which holds the commemorative monument of former ruler Ọ̀rànmíyàn’s ọ̀pa (staff) which is described as the essence of the city. I’m taken to another ojúbọ, this time honouring Ajé and prayers made here hinge on wealth and prosperity. Barefoot, we follow the white-clad Ìyálórìṣà – caretaker of the òrìṣà – up steps embedded with cowries and place naira notes at the base of the mounds of crystallised salt. After, we’re led around Ifẹ̀’s National Museum by three of its custodians, all hugged in colours of sky blue and azure.

Walking through the museum, it feels like both my driver and escort are experiencing the history held in its rooms for the first time. They take pictures and record, the flash from their phones running over every artefact we pass: the eroded ṣìgìdì – human-made terracotta effigies whose name translates into English as ‘robot’ – that bear human features and were used to divinely inflict pain on enemies during wars; an ìbòjú ọbàlùfọ̀n, a face mask made of bronze that is used during the installation and funeral rites of an ọ̀ọ̀ni; a gourd surrounded by a net of beads called sèkèrè which is shaken and twisted only when there is jubilation and merriment, never in mourning.

And, of course, we visit the Mọrèmi Àjàṣorò statue.



Towering over the city at forty-two feet – making it the tallest statue in Nigeria – time has stolen flecks of gold from all over the ruler’s likeness.60 Erected in 2016 by Ilé-Ifẹ̀’s current ọ̀ọ̀ni, Adeyeye Enitan Ogunwusi, Mọrèmi raises a blazing torch high with her right arm, earning her the colloquial title of ‘Queen Mọrèmi Statue of Liberty’. A monument for a woman who followed divine instruction, gave herself to the raiders and then gave again to the waters. The second offering, however, was not herself. Instead, it was her son.

‘Although Mọrèmi is not one of the primordial deities (òrìṣà afẹ̀wọ̀nrọ̀) featured in the creation of the city,’ writes Jacob K. Olúpọ̀nà, a scholar of indigenous African divinity traditions, ‘she has a stronger presence in Ifẹ̀ myths, rituals and symbol[s] because her story is indispensable to Ìfẹ salvation history’.61 The statue, the institutional buildings named in her honour, the Edi festival which commemorates the defeat of the Ìgbò, and her oríkì – a form of praise that straddles music and poetry while claiming neither – cement Mọrèmi’s place in its past, as well as the sacrifice itself.

One of her popular oríkì includes the phrase Mọrèmi a f’òbò ṣ’ẹ̀tè.: Mọrèmi uses her vagina to destroy enemies’ intrigues, or evil schemes.62 ‘When òbò – vagina – is used in this context, it is meant as using her creative force and genius to conquer,’ ayọ̀délé later tells me. ‘Òbò is often used to describe reproduction rather than sex in òrìṣà practices.’63 One interpretation could be that the debt she paid the river had emerged from her own body with her offspring, Olúorogbo, cast into the waters.64

There are clear cultural, divine and social meanings laced up in Mọrèmi’s narrative: a heroic sacrifice in the face of repeated incursions against her people; her deployed sexuality demonstrating the sacred, innate power believed to be held in a woman’s sexual organs; a selfless mother who would relinquish even her child for the good of the people; the assertion of Ilé-Ifẹ̀ as a central, venerated hub that requires protection.65

She is another of the quasi-mythical African figures particularly celebrated after independence set the continent ablaze, often found in the biography books of children.66 Mọrèmi has emerged as a cultural hero – a standard bearer for Yorùbá women everywhere.

The sacrifice of Olúorogbo – and the wider traditions around Mọrèmi – also sat suspect for ayọ̀délé when we discussed it in the Kokodome but for slightly different reasons.

‘Giving up her only child? A Yorùbá woman?’ The cackle surged out of her chest. Even more incredulous to her was the idea of a singular figure liberating their people. ‘There is no superhero anywhere in Yorùbá [traditions]. Even the òrìṣà don’t work alone, they work in groups. There’s always this circular division of labour and profit that is missing from Mọrèmi’s story.’

That’s not all. Aside from her potential husbands, there’s little that binds Mọrèmi to a particular time in history, which is unusual for Yorùbá record-keeping. ‘People mark time by rooting it to a war [or] another particular event to tie it down,’ ayọ̀délé had ex-plained. Another important marker is the presence of multiple witnesses. For example, in Ifá, when a story is being told, the researchers involved will often be mentioned to historically anchor retellings of the events. Any event that doesn’t have three witnesses or researchers establishing that story, and that doesn’t repeat – if not in the exact same way but at least with the same core tenets – that story likely isn’t from Ifá. These are, of course, critical for community historians and storytellers.67

According to the Ìbàdàn author, with all stories from prehistoric times, even up to the sixteenth century – which saw imperialism, enslavement and the destruction of education patterns across the lands that are now the sum of Nigeria – there are women in the village of Bodé who specialise in record-keeping. They painstakingly oversee the community’s history, tracing it alongside wars, conflicts, accessions, deaths and more. ‘If any of your ancestors have been to this part of the world before the West had done anything in these parts, they can trace your roots back to wherever you come from,’ she had said. ‘They know what your great-grandparents look like and the things they did.’

ayọ̀délé’s own research into Mọrèmi yielded more questions than answers, especially given that there are multiple figures in the records by the same name. However sparse the details may be and no matter how tightly the Offawoman’s story aligns with a pedagogical, superhero register, the possibility of her existence cannot – or should not – be dismissed. ‘Like everything else, I’m sure there’s a true story behind the legend.’ That possibility has been further supported by the recovery of figures, cast in copper alloy, recovered from the Ita Yemoo site, a temple complex not far from where the annual Edi festival ends. At least two of them have been identified with Mọrèmi, including one where her figure is interlocked with another, believed to be her potential husband, Ọbalùfọ̀n II.68 However, as ayọ̀délé notes, two interlocked figures means a ‘twinning’ – either the figure is a twin or is non-binary with two distinct genders. ‘This links back to Yorùbá beliefs about people having the ability to mutate and change. This includes gender, profession and other aspects of being human. They do not believe in one rigid structure maintained throughout one’s life.’69

When it comes to Mọrèmi, there’s one thing that my new friend was resolute about, however, and it hinges on the detail in her oríkì. She pointed to examples that feature the òrìṣà, painting vivid pictures with words. The sensual figure of Ọṣun whose oríkì describes them as ‘wiping their hands on the breasts of nubile, beautiful girls’. One of mischief-maker Èṣù’s depictions suggests that they’re short with a huge, disproportionate penis. Descriptions you’d never forget, ayọ̀délé had chuckled. If someone is tall, the height will be described exactly. If someone is dark-skinned or light-skinned, that will be mentioned too. The size of a vulva, the girth of a shaft, no detail is spared because you must be able to picture the anatomy of the oríkì’s subject. They seek to exactly capture the person who will become a legend.70

‘They’re visceral and descriptive because they’re archival,’ ayọ̀délé had added. ‘You can’t fake oríkì.’



A different day sees me trailing ayọ̀délé as she strides towards the Ìbàdàn marketplace, dodging oncoming motos and kekes – sunshine-yellow commercial three-wheeled vehicles.

She knows what she wants as she approaches the women perched behind wooden stalls groaning under the weight of fresh produce, wrinkled naira notes in hand. Against the noise of bartering, ayọ̀délé briefly chatters with the different vendors who she knows on sight. They do business under sunbeaten parasols, their prolonged exposure having bled the colours from vibrant to pastel. Only a couple of weeks into my trip, I’m grateful to be directed, carried under someone else’s steam, referring to another’s plan rather than my extensive spreadsheet-based itinerary.

With turkey and yam in ayọ̀délé’s hands and a few frozen (but swiftly melting) drinks in mine, we return to the keke that brought us to this side of Ìbàdàn. As we begin trundling towards her home, my companion begins to tell me about the market women of Ìbàdàn.

Through her own research – including trawling articles on JSTOR – ayọ̀délé gained a better understanding of the prominence of women scattered across pre-colonial Yorùbá territories: the way that all able women engaged in trade, crafts or household production, if not a combination of all three; the manner in which young girls began their tutelage as future traders from an early age as they picked up skills including weaving, pottery, soap-making, beer-brewing and more; how women traders travelled up and down old Yorùbáland and beyond in large caravans, hawking their produce, kola nuts, palm oil, cloth, arms and ammunition.71

Ìbàdàn women, in particular, are remembered as travelling in caravans to towns like Ikire and Apomu for corn and other foodstuffs, ultimately supplying their hometown with food ‘while men were engaged in slave hunting’.72 These women not only controlled their own economic activities and the profits made from them, but also employed workers and took advantage of the labour of enslaved people, controlled the prices in the market, oversaw the movement of goods and headed up their own trade associations.73

‘The colonials came and discovered that, actually, the so-called men, or the people that colonials decided were men, were not the people who [held] economic power,’ ayọ̀délé explains while our keke dredges up plumes of sun-kissed sand behind us. ‘So the first thing they decided to do was destroy the market system but it was stronger than them.’

Following British occupation in the late eighteenth century, the ọjà suffered. The rise of Christian missionary-led education – and the access to more lucrative occupations that it provided – saw some traders move away from the market space. Rulers installed by the colonialists imposed themselves on market dealings. Pottery, basketry and other trade skills declined and those who sustained these crafts found themselves competing with imported European commodities (and later locally manufactured goods). These were all factors in the downsizing of the market industry. Still, through to the present day, the women of the market continue to serve a considerable consumer base.74

‘Market women have been fighting back for the past two centuries now for their right to be independent of government interference,’ ayọ̀délé adds. The writer refers back to the 1940s when Madam Alimotu Pelewura, the leader of the Lagos Women’s Market Association, campaigned against price control measures the British imposed to help finance their endeavours in the Second World War. She gained the support of two key women’s organisations for the educated and wealthy – the Lagos Women’s League (founded 1901) and the Women’s Party (founded 1944).75

Meanwhile, sixty miles north of Lagos lay the city-state of Abeokuta, ruled over by Alake Ademola II. The paramount ruler of the Egba clan, the alake had become a key part of British colonial occupation through indirect rule. Here, the market women had joined forces with the Abeokuta Women’s Union, founded in 1946 by Funmilayo Aníkúlápó-Kuti, as they demonstrated against an enforced special tax on the market women: in addition to paying income and water rate taxes, market women were required to pay the salaries of the market supervisors.76 By November 1947, the women had organised mass demonstrations that saw tens of thousands attend, while Aníkúlápó-Kuti held training sessions in her home. She trained women on mass resistance and dealing with tear gas – including picking up the canisters and throwing them back at the police.77 In early 1949, the sustained uprising forced the temporary abdication of Ademola II.78

The women of Yorùbá markets shoulder weighty histories of resistance, consciousness-raising and solidarity with the public. ayọ̀délé reflects on the process of price-setting, for example. Every day, before anything is brought to the market, farmers and market vendors meet to decide on the prices, appraise the value of the goods that will wink at consumers that day.

‘It’s always market women who are on the side of the citizens,’ my companion tells me. ‘They try as much as possible to not put their money in banks where the government will keep taking from it so instead they have co-ops – you put your money in the co-op, they give it to someone who needs it and will refund it [at a given time].’ Of course, these informal savings systems aren’t unique to the Yorùbá or even the African continent, with pardna schemes established in Jamaica and the wider Caribbean, as well as the rest of the world.79 The money spins round and round, spurning institutional meddling.

Even so, it’s not enough. The price of transportation, fuel, food and more continue to upwardly spiral in Ìbàdàn and wider Nigeria. ayọ̀délé adds: ‘You can still see those women fighting to keep the price of goods down so that people can afford to eat. They’ll leave the prices up for a while and then push it, push it, push it until it can accommodate everybody.’ The way these vendors – scattered from south-west Yorùbá territories to the Hausa lands of northern Nigeria – organise together through underground channels, for ayọ̀délé, defines radical praxis and community care. Resistance has long been stamped into ọjà floors. Mọrèmi is one of many women who have drawn battle lines through the sand of the marketplace.

Our keke pulls up outside the low brown brick wall surrounding her home. The sky is still heavy with clouds but the air around us remains warm as we unload our bags and see our driver off. ayọ̀délé leads the way and my suitcase trundles behind me.

‘When people talk about feminist women in Nigeria, I laugh. The people that we see on TV, that are writing tomes, are not the feminist women,’ she concludes with mirth. ‘It’s the market women fighting the government.’



Did jubilation add extra swing to her arms as she stalked forward? Did pride swell up her chest and leave a twinkle in her eyes as Mọrèmi spied the familiar banks of the Esimirin? Was there self-satisfaction sat at the corners of her mouth that only victory could have lodged there?

Were her senses still heightened from the clamour of recent events? The sound of her heartbeat in her ears as she made her way back to Ilé-Ifẹ̀’s embrace, through escape or otherwise. The pitch of her voice as she explained to her husband Ọọ̀ni and his court what she had learnt during her time in Ìgbò captivity and what they needed to do next. The tenor of the warning cries that alerted Mọrèmi’s people to the Ìgbò party’s approach. The taste of sweat that has trickled its way to unsuspecting lips. The raw stench of fear and anticipation. The crackle of flames licking the end of the ògùsọ̀s (torches) which had been dried, dipped in palm oil and sparked into action.80 The shadows dancing across the faces of their bearers. The smell of grass meeting amber heat, curling into a disintegrating, blackened husk. The screams of the burnt and the moans of the captured meeting the relieved cries of the market people. The flavour of triumph.

Even if her skin was still warmed with the excitement of driving off the marauders with flames, the time had come for Mọrèmi to pay her debt. And though she might have been brimming with thanks for the river, threatening to overrun, no words would be satisfactory recompense. The shimmering depths awaited her approach, ready to demand the greatest wealth a Yorùbá mother could give.



While my driver navigates Ilé-Ifẹ̀’s potholes, my attention is caught by the numerous posters that line almost every roadside we pass. HELL IS REAL, one proclaims. Also know that RELIGION DECEIVES and the gods are dead. Don’t say you were not told.

The local praise chapel’s advertisement crystallises the way that Ifá jostles for space with Islam and Christianity in a locality understood as its altar. The latter arrived in Yorùbá territories with the zeal of European missionaries, as their colonial governments expanded their choking grip on West Africa from the 1700s onwards; the smatterings of settlements and forts were yet to develop into a full-scale chattel slavery and plantation-toiling matrix. Where missionaries met indigenous belief systems, the goal was to supplant and eradicate them – often creating dire conditions through violence, the introduction of charges of ‘witchcraft’ (which is still on the Nigerian constitution today) and indirect interference, where the local population felt that they had no choice. ‘Some [Africans] denounced the traditional gods; others did not even credit their existence,’ writes Trinidadian and Tobagonian scholar Maureen Warner-Lewis. ‘On the other hand, a large number maintained traditional beliefs and practices alongside Christianity, using one spiritual resource to supplement and complement the other.’81

Baba Ifa Karade, who has written extensively about Ifá culture, points to the way Yorùbá communities maintained their traditions through syncretism – the (attempted) merging of different religions, cultures or schools of thought. ‘The ability to keep [the òrìṣà] alive in the world-reality of the Yoruba led to the conscious masking of them behind Catholic saints and related social-ritual performances.’82 He points to ‘African’ influences on the enforced Christianity: the field hollers sung by enslaved labourers across America’s cotton fields, railway construction sites and turpentine camps, the ‘negro spirituals’ that succeeded them, receiving the holy ghost, speaking in tongues, praise dancing and more.83

The amalgamation of faiths explains why, as my driver explains, you’ll still see Ifẹ̀’s regular churchgoers heading to ojúbọ and making offerings. However, as we pass from one sacred space to the next, contempt, cynicism and fear of Ifá follows us in the form of the eye-catching flyers and signs plastered along the road. They make some fractures around religion and divinity in these lands visible, others are not.

Just north-west of Ifẹ̀, in the community of Ẹdẹ, devotion to Ṣàngó – the first aláàfin of Ọ̀yọ́; who became a powerful òrìṣà of thunder, bravery, destruction and virility – is prominent. Like with a marriage union, devotees are joined to the òrìṣà through initiation, regardless of gender. Highly positioned practitioners are always regarded as Ìyàwó òrìṣà – wife of the òrìṣà. When they are ‘mounted’ by Ṣàngó, the òrìṣà’s will subjects their own. It includes the heat of a sexual act where, again, the genders of the participants hold no meaning.84 Elsewhere, what we understand as ‘sapphistry’ or ‘lesbianism’ exists in Ifá traditions, for example, when Òfurufú-ko-ṣe-feyinti and Láárúfín, both with female anatomy, slept together and Láárúfín gave birth to Ọrúnmìlà.85 Among the Hausa, the pre-colonial term of Yan Daudu was used to describe ‘effeminate men and male wives’.86

There’s a great deal of evidence that underscores, not only queer existence but pre-colonial social norms, behaviours and language that would have negated the need for such a classifier. However, the dawn of Western imperialism, vociferous missionary work and Nigeria’s legal system on sexuality and gender deriving from English law are just a few of the factors that have aided the revising of history. They were, for example, foundational to the passing of the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act in 2013, which was ‘the outcome of legislative lobby by a powerful Christian elite in Nigeria.’87

There’s a wilful tangling of what is or isn’t ‘African’ with Ifá observance and satanic connotations. It leads to visible queer individuals like ayọ̀délé often at risk of being accused of witchcraft, knowing that it is tied to her sexuality and gender and – in her case – not leaving the house for weeks on end out of fear.88 Many of these thoughts, unwieldy mental loads, sit in my mind as I’m driven back down to Ìbàdàn where I’ll reunite with the author before our detour to the market.

But that evening, after ayọ̀délé has grabbed me a towel, pushed me towards her shower and told me to wash off the day, after the warming turkey and yam cooked by her housemate K which leaves me rotund, after we’ve danced around their living room to Aṣa, Spyro and Burna Boy, after the three of us have discussed familial estrangement, contemporary Black women’s feminist movements in Nigeria and the UK and how lesbians were maligned in both, after we’ve pored over how the artist Tems manages to sustain her hooded-eye mystique, after ayọ̀délé gives and (at my request) signs for me a copy of Lákíríboto Chronicles which I’ll later discover has a main character named Moremi, after the pair organise my taxi for the long drive to the Lagos airport and run to fetch me four boxes of slim cigarettes, after they wave me off until they’re small figures from the car’s rear window, after I sit and meditate on how Black queer people continue to nourish one another, keep each other safe and create new modes of care even as we walk with targets on our backs, the thoughts finally subside to background noise.



According to Yorùbá ontology, after Olódùmarè’s breath animates Obatalá’s clay bodies, the sculpture remains alive as long as that vital breath remains within it. When it is lost, the buried ara – the physical body – decomposes into clay. However, this death does not mark the end of life, but rather a transformation from one realm to the next.89

For the majority of ‘culture-heroes’, their deaths come about through walking into a cave connected to a different realm or being turned into stone sculptures.90 With Mọrèmi, as of yet, we simply do not know how or when she died.

What we do know is that she is credited with survival of the sacred city and its people. It’s in the hubbub of the Ilé-Ifẹ̀ ọjà with its bustling bodies that you’ll find her legacy – both alive and intangible.

Mọrèmi Àjàṣorò, a sculpture of clay, a body of flesh and a statue of gold.
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CHAPTER 2 Njinga a Mbande The Gender-Blurring Ruler


Kengela ka Nkombe had been here before. Groaning, writhing, willing the occupant of her womb a safe but swift exit. As she pushed, surrounded by ngangas (Kimbundu for priest or ritual practitioner), her attendants noticed something alarming as they guided the slick bundle out of Kengela.

An upturned face and the umbilical cord wrapped around a tiny neck is what we’d call a ‘nuchal cord’, occurring in 10–29 per cent of foetuses.1 Over 400 years ago, it presented an omen for Mbundu peoples: any baby born in this ‘so-called unnatural manner’ would not live a normal life, for they believed that the conditions of a person’s birth shaped their character.2

As she rode waves of oxytocin and adrenaline, her sweat-dappled body surely exhausted from the effort, perhaps Kengela appraised the way Mbande a Ngola interacted with the newborn. Her lover, already a father of other children and now this latest addition, her husband in all ways bar the title. Maybe she could read weariness imprinted on his face, the clamour of fighting and the anxiety of unending raids against their people leaving visible marks on the man she had been chosen for. He was already married when she was sent to him as a gift and Kengela had been made his principal concubine, holding a status that sat just below that of his chief wife. He hadn’t been reserved in the way he lavished more favour on her than his other partners and now their union had borne more life.3

As the father appraised the squirming mass, a child who tradition dictated would not be able to follow him as a direct heir, the birth still signalled a future that none in that room could predict. That day which fell around 1582, under a Kabasa sky, the heir to the Ndongo throne named his baby ‘Njinga’. Coming from the Kimbundu root kujinga, it means ‘to twist, to turn, to wrap’.4



The royal family that Njinga had been born into had not been around for very long. While the ngola (ruler) line had reigned over the kingdom of Ndongo since its inception in 1515, it had held tributary status to the more powerful Kingdom of Kongo. Raids had been carried out against Ndongo’s agricultural population to bring it under Kongo submission.5 However, by the reign of Njinga’s ancestor, Ngola Kiluanje kia Ndambi (1561–75), Ndongo had been firmly established as an independent state. When Njinga’s father, Mbande a Ngola, ascended the throne in 1592, he was only the kingdom’s fifth sovereign.

Grand baobab trees sprouted from the land, providing water, food, shelter and medicinal resources for the Mbundu peoples who inhabited the land. The crashing waters of the Kwanza River offered up imposing waterfalls with swamps laden with crocodiles and hippopotami, and further upstream, ripe grounds for fishing – enough, in some cases, to support whole villages.6 It was the highlands where you would find the capital of Kabasa, however. The young Njinga knew the city as a home, a birthplace, and the base of power. It was from here that Ndongo’s ngolas ruled over their dominion.

By the time Mbande a Ngola had taken up the position of ruler, Kengela’s child had traded animated gabbling for critical thought. So advanced were Njinga’s intellectual and physical capabilities from childhood into early adulthood, a gap emerged between them and the other young people at court, including their older brother.7 The warmth that the ngola held towards his favourite concubine had been passed onto their child who showed interest in law, military strategy and understanding the inner workings of the Ndongo political system.8

This was unique access for the child of any ruler, let alone a dynast with multiple paramours and extended family who could take such favouritism as a slight. If that wasn’t enough, some historians suggest that Njinga had also inherited royal status through their mother Kengela, a member of another Mbundu royal lineage.9 If this is, indeed, true, it could go some way to explaining why Njinga was granted special permissions. It was a childhood marked by their attendance at a host of judicial and military councils, among others, that were presided over by their father – much to the gall of his officials.10 And so, at the feet of their father, Njinga’s education began.

The reception to Njinga is important to note because as the second-largest political structure after Kongo, Ndongo’s internal organisation was built on networks of kinship. These connections, shaped by lineage, dictated its hierarchy.11

Under the ngola were the sobas, a form of local authority with officials who carried out the day-to-day running of the villages. Njinga’s father made the most important decisions alongside the makotas, powerful advisors and territorially based nobles. Each soba offered the reigning Ngola a Kiluanje – the ruler’s full title, named for the kingdom’s founder Ngola Kiluanje kia Samba – an annual tribute called luanda. It symbolised public acknowledgement of their power as the ‘ultimate title holder in the Ndongo’.12

Alongside great political power, the ngola also owned some state lands and controlled the lives of the people who lived on them. Free peasants made up the bulk of the population while kijikos (serfs) worked the ngola’s land. The kijikos could not be forced off the land nor sold, due to the land being held by royal lineage. Mukibas, on the other hand, could be sold or removed at will. These enslaved people were owned outright by the sovereign. This was done to them through a number of means: capture as spoils of war from neighbouring kingdoms, abduction through the excursions of Ndongo’s military forces, condemnation by judges for spiritual transgressions or civil infractions like treason and adultery – especially if the latter involved one of the ngola’s many wives.13

Perhaps the most pivotal lesson Njinga learnt was the spiritual centrality their father possessed once he became ngola. To the Mbundu peoples he ruled over, his body was imbued with divine power. The rain and the fertility of the soil, both of which sustained his people, lay in Mbande a Ngola’s control.14 Njinga absorbed that, as the conduit between the otherworldly and their Ndongo population, an ngola held both life and death in their hands.



When the Portuguese arrived at the ngola’s banza – village or city of main importance, in this case, Kabasa – around 1560, it came after the Ndongo rulers had first made contact.15 Since 1518, decades before Njinga’s birth, ngolas had been sending their own emissaries to Portugal to request missionaries and lay down the foundations for a trading relationship.16

They had seen the benefits that had been afforded to their Kongolese neighbours since they first received the Europeans around 1483, and the Ndongo elite sought them too.17 There were the Portuguese cloths, beverages, wines and geribita, a sugar cane spirit from their Brazilian colony. Access to Portugal’s developed marine technology, firearms, weaponry and building technology – the things Kongo had most craved from Europe – had only further boosted the already powerful kingdom.18 By 1491, the entire Kongo ruling class, including the monarch, had converted to Catholicism.19 Crucially, as the sixteenth century ticked on, the Kingdom of Kongo could call upon Portuguese military might to help quell threats from beyond its reach. The relationship also allowed Kongo and Portugal to secure areas producing goods that couldn’t be found in the kingdom, like cloth or iron.20

As much as the Ndongo elite sought a rapport with the Portuguese, much about the 1560 visit gave them pause. The tenets of the Christian faith that the missionaries wanted them to adopt would trouble the ngola’s spiritual and legal authority. The political relationship that the head of the military party, Paulo Dias de Novais, spoke of sounded a lot like the Portuguese monarch would dilute the ngola’s power over provincial leaders and in relation to the rulers of surrounding states. The Europeans brought with them different cultural values on justice, social and inherited statuses, freedom and enslavement, hospitality and more, all of which threatened the Ndongo way of life.21

The Ndongo made it clear that meddling or any form of submission to the Portuguese would not be welcomed. And they held them at bay, especially after a new ngola in the form of Njinga’s great-grandfather, Kiluanje kia Ndambi, expelled the Portuguese delegation he deemed suspicious. Instead, he spent the next few years expanding the kingdom’s borders.22 And then, in 1575, the Portuguese struck.



The Portuguese were looking for a way through to the interior of Africa, driven by hopes of seizing all-important salt mines for trade, as well as the reputed silver mines of Cambambe that they’d never find.23 Crucially, the Portuguese Empire was looking to supply labour for its newly claimed colony of Brazil in the form of enslaved Africans.24

By 1574, the Kongo sovereign had given the Portuguese permission to build a settlement on the island of Luanda, an area that the Kongo Kingdom laid claim to. It was from there that the Europeans set about their new mission. At the head of an armada, Dias de Novais returned to Luanda with new credentials: he had been elevated to first governor and capitão-mor da conquista do reino de Angola – captain-general of the conquered kingdom of Angola. The instructions he had received from his sovereign were simple: to ‘subjugate and conquer the kingdom of Angola.’25

They set about seizing over 200 miles of Ndongo territory while they simultaneously turned the port city of Luanda into a bustling hub that beckoned Portuguese missionaries, farmers and merchants. In 1582, the year that a baby Njinga entered the world wrapped in their own lifeline, the Portuguese had completed their first interior fort and were levying their first attacks. Having gleaned that the ngola’s sovereignty, in part, rested on the collection of tribute, the colonists targeted the hierarchical structure. Luanda from the sobas and other local chiefs was now to be paid to the settlers, not the Ndongo sovereign.26

Hopes or pretences of partnership evaporated as the Portuguese sought to destabilise and rebuild the Mbundu state. The sobas and other local authorities saw their land invaded and looted by the Europeans, their people rounded up, bound and transported. Brazilian plantations were determined as their final destination. Njinga was taking wobbly first steps as these raids were carried out, had learnt about the political system as an inquisitive pre-teen while, not far away, the Portuguese were taking strides towards demolishing it. The Portuguese had some success. A number of Ndongo provincial lords eventually accepted their status as ‘vassals’ – subjects, subordinates, feudal tenants – of Portugal’s king.27

An upbringing scored with their father’s resistance and the violence of Portuguese occupation, Njinga would’ve been around twenty years old when the Portuguese established the Cambambe Fort in 1603 on the banks of the Kwanza River. The edifice, left in ruins today though reconstructed multiple times, would be used to hold captured Mbundu people the Portuguese planned to transport using the river. As the colonial mission moved further inland, they raised prisons and fortresses from the ground.28 The stone structures they built as they went communicated intent: the Portuguese were here and they planned to stay.



Luanda’s administrative centre or ‘old town’ flashes past my taxi window in pinks and greens. Beneath the low-hanging clouds suppressing the sun, dusky flamingo-coloured walls line the pavements, an effort to curb the sprawl of abundant bushy growth. The Governo da Província de Luanda building sports the same rosy hue, as do the headquarters for the Banco Nacional de Angola. I step out of the cab unable to go further down the one-way system, get lost and then directed to the building I’m after, finding that so, too, does the Museu Nacional de Antropologia, its many windows and doors replete with thick white trimming. The visually stunning structures are relics from a Portuguese colonial architectural approach that fused together simplicity, modernity and basic requirements like ventilation.29

Once home to an eighteenth-century noble family of Portuguese settlers, the mansion housed the headquarters of the Companhia de Diamantes de Angola, a Western-backed company that exploited Angolan diamond mines for much of the twentieth century.30 Today, it hosts thousands of artefacts in its collection, primarily preserved remnants of pre-colonial life. ‘This space is important for future generations,’ my assigned museum staff member tells me, pushing heavy locs over his shoulder. ‘They can know where they have come from and [have] a good view of where we’re going.’

He walks me past an interior courtyard, its perimeter lined with potted trees and shrubs. We slowly pass through one room after another, each filled with time-worn objects. There’s an ngundja, a large wooden chair with an animal skin seat. Used as the seat of the sovereign by Cokwe and Lunda ethnic groups, the rungs between the legs of the chair and its back are lined with intricately carved figurines. There are tsysakulu from the Ngangela, wooden combs with long prongs, one topped with an antelope carving and the other with a rooster. There’s a kinda, a tightly woven basket made of straw and vegetable fibres used to serve and conserve fruits among the Mbundu ethnic group – or Ambundu, as the museum plaque notes. Njinga’s people.

I’m shown a mutopa, a hookah pipe fashioned out of a young gourd used to smoke tobacco, then we head through a different corridor lined with the tools of hunters and warriors. As we walk, he tells me that Angola should be called Ngola, after the Ndongo sovereign, but that colonists struggled with the spelling.

Poison-tipped spears, protective amulets and uniquely shaped arrowheads (the different heads indicated which hunter had made the kill) give way to more modern instruments of war and hunting. Together, we appraise the dark metal guns, varied in length, size and design. They’ve rested in many hands, colonial and indigenous, before ending up encased in glass. When trade with Europeans was established, the local African populations could get their hands on these weapons in return for land.

‘It was a poor deal for them,’ my companion observes. He’s not wrong: guns need bullets and bullets are finite. ‘And every time you needed more [ammunition], you had to give more land.’



Despite steadily losing authority, tribute-paying lands and supporters, the sudden death of Mbande a Ngola in 1617 shook the kingdom. Ambushed and murdered by his own disgruntled men, he died with just a fraction of the kingdom his father had passed down to him intact.31

The royal court erupted into the necessary chaos of choosing a successor: officials tasked with electing the next ngola hurried around Kabasa, the children and relatives of the deceased ruler’s wives and concubines jostled with one another as they pushed forward their candidates, challengers from eligible lineages mobilised support in the hopes of seizing the capital and its royal seat.32

As the fervour built around a now 35-year-old Njinga, perhaps they were lost in mourning for the father who had heaped attention on them, who had made this child so decidedly his favourite. As is the way of grief, maybe Njinga’s mind ruminated on words left unsaid, as old memories crystallised, now weighty with new, sombre meaning. Or, with Njinga’s belly having swelled with new life, was their own mortality – and that of their shortly arriving baby – foregrounded in the wake of this loss?

Njinga’s sex life was an active one with multiple lovers across their life. As the royal got older, they indulged in the same sensual pleasures afforded to male counterparts, seeking out sweaty, greedy delight that would’ve sparked frowns and gossip around court. Alongside their host of enslaved women and attendants, Njinga had a large number of male concubines.33 Like father, like child, the Ndongo royal had a favourite among them, Kia Ituxi, the lover whose offspring ripened in their womb.34

But while favour nourishes and builds, elsewhere, its lack starves and withers. Ngola a Mbande (who I’ll call Mbande the Younger) had spent a childhood in the shadow of his younger sibling. Despite being the old ngola’s eldest, he surely heard the whispers of how Njinga was treated as the son of the ruler, one who was more intellectually and physically formidable than him. Njinga would later boast of their skill with likely the cimbuiya, a decorative small axe used in dances and the royal symbol of the Ndongo. They outshone their brother in all the ways that mattered.35

For once, however, Mbande the Younger emerged on top. Having swiftly called upon the support of his partisans, he argued that his father’s presumptive heir – Mbande the Older’s son with his principal wife and therefore, Mbande the Younger’s unnamed older half-brother – was ineligible as his mother had been convicted of adultery. In the same year of his father’s death, Mbande the Younger proclaimed himself ngola, before many Ndongo electors had even convened in Kabasa to cast their votes.36

The seizure of power was underscored quickly and brutally. The freshly self-appointed monarch dispensed of his potential rivals in speedy succession. The half-brother, the half-brother’s mother and all her siblings were murdered. Prominent members of court were slaughtered alongside their families. And Njinga’s mewling male newborn, only a few days old but old enough to pose a threat, was not spared.37

As he eliminated his rivals, Mbande the Younger was shoring up his future, a reign that he wanted uninterrupted by challenges for his seat. So he went further. According to Njinga’s partisans in reports collected years later, he had Njinga and their two younger sisters, Nkambu and Nfungi, forcibly sterilised. Though there are no eyewitness accounts of the act, neither Njinga nor their sisters are known to have given birth to any children after 1617.38

Perhaps riding waves of anguish – for their father, their child, the family members they had grown up with, the way in which their own body had been weaponised against them – Njinga left Kabasa. They retreated to the neighbouring kingdom of Matamba, just east of Ndongo; somewhere the aggrieved royal could withdraw to and make sense of the hand they had been drawn.39



If Mbande the Younger believed that he could triumph where his father had fallen short, the optimism was short-lived. The sobas, whose changed allegiance had foreshadowed the old ruler’s demise, were still not fully loyal to the new ngola. Meanwhile, the Portuguese continued their campaign of military expansion.40

The manner in which these Europeans demolished kingdoms with exacting violence was not new to Ndongo. Neighbouring regions that were subordinate to the ngola’s authority had borne brutality and destruction at Portuguese hands. In 1581, near the salt-rich province of Kisama, 150 Portuguese swarmed the lands of a local lord in vengeance after the deaths of their comrades. They enslaved around one hundred people before razing the villages to the ground. Elsewhere, a provincial lord negotiated with the colonists for his life, offering one hundred enslaved people as ransom. After accepting the enslaved people, the Portuguese publicly decapitated the lord anyway.41

More of the same was in store for Ndongo. Enslavement, famine and the pilfering of natural resources and goods ravaged their lands. In 1618, the Portuguese built another structure, the Ambaca Fort, in the centre of Ndongo territory.42 The destruction reached fever-pitch when the Portuguese enlisted the help of the Imbangala, also referred to as the Jaga. These nomadic armed communities – who had crossed the Cuango River in 1568 and sacked Kongo’s capital – lived by the logic of pillaging, making them handy allies.43

As the cries of ‘Ita! Ita!’ (War! War!) filled the air, the ngongo (a double clapperless war bell) emphasised the message as it sounded through the settlements.44 Ndongo’s most vulnerable – the elderly, some women, and most children – were instructed to scramble for the hills or other hiding places until the fighting was ended, while the Portuguese–Imbangala alliance hacked its way through the kingdom’s defences, enslaving and imprisoning as they went. They’d even reach the undefended Kabasa royal palace and manage to drive out Mbande the Younger. He left behind his mother and wives who, with other captives, were carried away.45

The colonial onslaught was a calculated effort that superseded physical destruction. Portuguese Jesuit missionaries set about attempting to weaken the peoples’ faith in their ngangas. These senior practitioners presided over major religious ceremonies, like those before entering into battle, while village ngangas officiated local births, naming rituals, illnesses and deaths. The European Catholics burnt everything: the shrines and ancestral homes they built, the huts they stored their divination tools in or where rituals were carried out and the physical representations of their deities. Crosses were erected in their place. Ngangas, alongside villagers, were involuntarily converted – some were arrested first before being forced to learn ‘the things of God’.46

Meanwhile, since 1605, the dominance of slave-trading settlers in Luanda had become increasingly clear: the ‘so-called captains of the [Kwanza]’ married into the families of the sobas, taking their daughters for wives and earning the descriptor of ‘white sobas’ from some historians.47 In line with the demands of settler colonialism, the Portuguese were making good on a mission of demolishing, usurping and extracting.

Yet, the Ndongo managed to remain independent and not pay tribute to the European power laying siege to their lands. Alongside having a huge military force, it still had an extensive tribute base from a significant population, making the kingdom difficult to subjugate in its entirety.48 From his refuge in the Kindonga Islands, located upstream in the Kwanza River, the embattled ngola pursued a peace treaty with the Portuguese, while his guerillas continued to attack their fortresses.49 Mbande the Younger even managed to make an alliance with Jaga leaders who had become disillusioned with the Europeans. It still wouldn’t be enough.

The kidnapping, enslavement and displacement of Mbundu peoples had devastated the kingdom. Across just four years, more than 55,000 of their people had been enslaved and transported to the Americas. Hundreds of thousands of kijikos had been bequeathed to settlers to use as their personal property on budding plantations near Luanda and around Portuguese fortresses.50 By 1621, Mbande the Younger was at a loss and saw only one viable method of ending the violent campaigns against Ndongo and regaining seized lands: diplomacy. To his mind, there was no one better to turn to than Njinga, the sibling he’d had sterilised.

Njinga had held their own in Matamba, perhaps channelling grief into organising troops against the Portuguese campaigns taking place in the kingdom they had sought refuge in, as well as eastern Ndongo. In 1620, Njinga even joined forces with Imbangala leaders after their allegiance switch.51 The Portuguese would lament not being able to share news with those based in Luanda because ‘Ginga’ had blocked their routes and prevented all communication.52 However, when Mbande the Younger discovered that João Correia de Souza had been installed as the new governor in 1621 and would be arriving in Luanda imminently, he nominated his estranged sibling Njinga to head up a peace-seeking delegation, correctly gambling on their political ambitions taking priority over any lingering resentment.

Months later, joined by a sizeable military escort, musicians, enslaved people destined as greeting gifts for the governor, pages, waiting women and more, official envoy Njinga and their delegation wound through Kabasa and into the port city claimed by the Europeans. There, in Luanda, they were received with the aplomb of military salutes and music before the work of negotiating began.53

With large multicoloured feathers threaded through the kinks of their hair, priceless jewels dangling from their arms and legs, gemstones covering everywhere the swathes of rich clothes did not, and flanked by their ensemble, Njinga entered the palace saloon.54

As they placed one foot after the other, the rustle of fabric and tinkle of finery marking a rhythm, Njinga moved towards what they had already known would be waiting. Some historians describe it as a simple floor mat, others as ‘velvet covers on a carpet on the floor’.55 Unlike the velvet-covered chair embroidered with gold belonging to the Portuguese governor, Correia de Souza, Mbundu dignitaries visiting Luanda were expected to sit on the floor, permeating any negotiation attempts with an unspoken power dynamic.56

Maybe with a haughty, lazy signal, or with the quick utterance of a few words, one of the Ndongo royal’s entourage – most likely an enslaved person – dropped to the ground on all fours and Njinga sat on their back, bringing them to eye-level with the governor.57 They were now ready to conduct the business required of them. Armed with proficiency in Portuguese said to be taught by visiting missionaries, Njinga was the bearer of the ngola’s word.58

As Njinga sat on the back of another person, their presence as unremarkable and unimportant as the chair they were imitating, the royal outlined Mbande the Younger’s position. The ngola would live in peace with the Portuguese, cease military attacks and return the Portuguese-claimed enslaved people who had since fled to join the Ndongo ruler. Ndongo land concessions as well as acceptance of Christianity and the presence of Catholic missionaries were also rolled into the deal. The Portuguese pledged to withdraw from the Ambaca Fort. With these conditions met, Njinga wagered, together both powers could take on common enemies as allies.59

There was one notable demand, however, to which Njinga refused to acquiesce. When the issue of an annual tribute of en-slaved Ndongo peoples to the Portuguese sovereign was raised, Njinga reportedly reminded the governor that their brother was seeking friendship, not servitude.60

When Njinga exited that saloon, leaving behind the hunched individual because ‘it was not proper for the ambassador of a great king to use the same chair twice’, the assurances of a treaty between Ndongo and the Portuguese settlers were carried back to Kabasa.61 It wasn’t without surrendering more on Njinga’s part.

One of the demanded concessions was Njinga’s conversion to Christianity. They had grown up with an understanding that their father’s authority was inextricable from the divine. The throne was advised and counselled by the ngangas and below them, the xingulas. The latter occupied a similar role but were spiritual figures who acted as a conduit to the ancestral world. Through them, the wishes of the bygone could be transmitted to the ruler to aid their deliberations.62 They guided the ngolas with the words of the ancestors, underscored the ruler’s divine powers and connected them to the Mbundu people. Njinga’s decision to convert was no small thing.

When any ruler entered into serious negotiations with devout seventeenth-century Iberian monarchs, their acceptance of Christian baptism was a prerequisite.63 Mbande had already given his sibling permission to undertake a public baptism should it offer Ndongo leverage, so Njinga simply extended their stay in Luanda. They threw themselves into preparing for conversion. Around 1623, before nobles, government figures and church officials, Njinga was anointed with holy waters in a Jesuit-built church in Luanda. They emerged with the baptismal name of ‘Ana de Souza’ and the governor as their godfather.64

Like a number of Ndongo sobas and provincial lords, Njinga understood conversion, and religion more largely, as central to Portuguese politics. Not only could a public embrace of Christianity earn the respect of the Europeans, but it could also garner the support of the many converted Mbundu who were enslaved in the city, toiling over plantations, or were refugees in their flight from the fighting.65

With their Christian baptism, Njinga entered the realms of colonial high society. The Ndongo royal presented themselves as ‘a potential bearer of Portuguese evangelical hopes for the conver-sion of the Ngola kingdom to Christianity.’66

Compared to their brother, Njinga presented a flexible, willing option to the colonial power. But, in doing so, the already strained ties between the royal lineage and the unconverted Mbundu peoples – those who continued to turn to their spiritual leaders as danger closed around them – grew even tauter. Whatever Njinga was willing to gain with the Portuguese came at the cost of loyalty, both from and towards the people of Ndongo.

It is no surprise that when Mbande the Younger died in 1624, rumours, gossip and excavations for truth flew thick and fast. It’s said that after vehemently refusing to be baptised, ‘melancholy’ or depression gathered up the besieged ruler of dwindling lands. That, by his own hand, he ingested poison – a common practice among their ancestors. Elsewhere, Portuguese chroniclers fanned flames by intimating that Njinga had played a part in his demise.67 The truth is lost to us but what we do know is that the dance of succession began again.

Any political designs Njinga had on the ngola seat, however, were blighted with obstacles. One living, breathing problem was Mbande the Younger’s son and legitimate male heir – a minor who had been entrusted to the care and guidance of a leader of the Jaga, to train the young child as a soldier. In the wake of their brother’s death, Njinga became a regent for the young boy, believed to be around eight years old, as they eased themselves closer to true power.68

Another issue was the different lineages left by past ngolas, their kin all with varying claims to the office. Living in the capital or in communities close by, they offered fierce competition for any challenger.

However, it was the subjects of Ndongo themselves who posed one of the greatest problems for Njinga’s potential succession. The European application of the term ‘sister’ to Njinga didn’t align with Mbundu lineage. Instead, it blurred their codes – especially as not all believed (or believe, in the case of contemporary historians) that Mbande the Younger and Njinga shared the same mother. These distinctions mattered to the Mbundu and informed their rites of succession. If it was indeed the case that Njinga was a half-sibling of Mbande, this difference possessed the power to split the hopeful ruler’s aspirations wide open. As historian Joseph Miller writes, ‘a half-“sister” through a co-wife of the father was no kin at all’.69

These reasons for disqualification slid off Njinga’s back like water. And where problems couldn’t be ignored, they were dealt with robustly.

The nephew they acted as a regent for was under the wing of a Chief Jaga, named as Kasanje da Matamba or simply Kasa. Kasa’s kilombo (war camp) was located in the Kina region in Kasanje, near Njinga’s base.70 Njinga biographer Linda Heywood paints a tableau of single-minded seduction. In it sits a ruthless Njinga, one who may have made their principal concubine, Kia Ituxi, their ‘king’ before tossing them aside in favour of Kasa. Wiles, wealth, public declarations of love and affection cloud the frame. At first, Kasa appears to have resisted the romantic favours of someone much older than him who he was sure was attempting to manipulate him for the boy. Any founded suspicions didn’t stop him from acquiescing to the union – one that the Portuguese literally understood as a ‘marriage’ – and ultimately giving up the boy. Some accounts state that the ceremony had not yet come to a close before Njinga had their nephew murdered, his body thrown into the depths of the Kwanza River and ‘declared that [they] had revenged [their] son’.71 Like the enslaved person expected to fold themselves into furniture, it was yet another bleak exercise of Njinga’s power.

All ritual objects and symbols – essential markers of authority – found their way into the sole possession of Njinga. Their staunch belief in their ‘right to rule’ Ndongo trumped disgruntled chatter from the sobas, makotas and the classes below. This was maybe even bolstered by Mbande the Younger, who had come to increasingly rely on his young sibling’s counsel, allegedly indicating that Njinga should rule after him.72 As far as Njinga may have been concerned, the masses – those nameless, faceless, anonymous masses only fit for subjecthood or sale – could believe whatever they wanted.

In 1624, Mbande the Younger’s successor seized power and their name was Njinga a Mbande.



A scratching stylus leaked Njinga’s reminders of unfulfilled Portuguese promises onto parchment.73

The symbols arranged themselves into words that implored the newly appointed Portuguese governor, Fernão de Souza, to respect the promises of his predecessors: to remove the Ambaca Fort, as agreed two years prior, and return the since-taken kijikos and sobas (serfs and local officials) to Ndongo. The letters carried in sweaty palms of emissaries outlined Njinga’s predicament for the Portuguese. Only once these conditions were released could the ruler safely leave the Kindonga Islands where they held court and return to the traditional base of power in Kabasa. These were the agreed terms, wrote Njinga in August 1624, terms that meant that markets could then be re-opened, allowing goods and enslaved people to be sold, and then the agricultural industry could churn into action once more. Ndongo was willing to meet demands in opening trade routes, they emphasised.74

The colonial onslaught against Ndongo had destroyed the trade in enslaved lives and the Portuguese were looking to get it up and running. To that end, they sent Njinga a proposal from Luanda. Sobas, enslaved people, and kimbares – Mbundu soldiers serving under Portuguese officers – had fled the Europeans’ control and into Njinga’s camp. The Portuguese wanted them back. They also wanted an acceptance of Christianity, its missionaries and tribute paid to the Portuguese sovereign. As far as the Europeans were concerned, their conditions hadn’t changed. These demands, the governor responded, had to be met before the Portuguese would return the people that they had taken.75

The much-deliberated fort still stood deep in Ndongo territory. Relations with Luanda were, once again, dipping into crisis. Yet, maybe bolstered by their ranks swelling with hired Imbangala bands as mercenaries and displaced Mbundu people offering support in return for protection, Njinga turned the proposal down.76 They cited the illegality of the demand: Mbundu laws did not permit the return of runaway war captives to enslavement because escape to their homeland immediately granted amnesty.77 Instead, with newly fortified numbers, Njinga took to the battlefield – a location called Pungo Ndongo, an area belonging to an opposing lineage.78

The alliance between the Portuguese and Pungo Ndongo’s soba, the Hari a Kiluanje, was one that took advantage of a historic rivalry: the soba was a descendant of the kingdom’s founder but his lineage had lost out on the throne when Njinga’s grandfather, Kilombo kia Kasenda, ascended to the office of ngola in 1575.79

The ousted lineage had grown close to the Portuguese across Mbande the Younger’s reign. From 1624 onwards, the colonists had pumped military resources into the Hari soba’s dominion and their joint efforts to track down Njinga.80 By 1625, amid their fruitless pursuit, Governor de Souza began to consider Hari a Kiluanje as the legitimate heir to the throne, helped by the fact that the Hari lands had become a vassalage of the Portuguese sovereign. Before the year was out, despite widespread Mbundu uproar and uprising over his ineligibility to rule, the soba was named King of Ndongo by the Portuguese.81

Incensed – because Hari a Kiluanje was a puppet king betraying his people and their traditions, because he was a child of the third wife and ‘therefore of housekeeper status’, because the Portuguese clandestinely supported then elevated their rival, because the soba-turned-ngola was willing to give up what they had refused – Njinga attacked Hari lands in December 1625.82 The governor responded by sending Portuguese and African soldiers and archers to defend them. Njinga’s side endured a number of casualties and captures, while managing to kill three Portuguese – including the captain – and seize six captives of their own.83

Njinga fled into hiding in the Kindonga Islands which, since they came to power, had become their new capital of Ndongo.84 The escaped ruler continued to attack Hari a Kiluanje until he succumbed to the grip of smallpox in late 1626.85 The void he left was filled by his half-brother, Ngola Hari – also referred to as Filipe (or Philipe) Hari I. Here was another member of the competing lineage, another figure with a questionable matrilineal claim to the throne, another Portuguese-supported candidate pushed forward to underscore Njinga’s disqualification for rule on the basis of gender.

Under intense pressure from de Souza, the sobas, makotas and other electors in the kingdom took the only option put before them. They elected Ngola Hari on 12 October 1626 at the fort in Ambaca. The newly minted ruler took the oath of vassalage to the Portuguese king and agreed to hand over one hundred ‘prime’ enslaved people every year, among other obligations.86 It signal-led the end of the Ndongo Kingdom’s autonomy while the Portuguese settlers heralded the establishment of ‘The New Kingdom of Dongo’. 87

Despite the governor sending Ngola Hari military reinforcements to destroy their headquarters in 1627, Njinga remained beyond reach, launching attacks from their fortified island base.88 Their sisters, however, did not.

By 1629, Nkambu and Nfungi had both been imprisoned, baptised and given Christian names. Upon their capture, the pair, their aunt and eleven sobas and makotas were paraded naked on their way through Ndongo before arriving in Luanda. It reeked of petty desperation from de Souza. There were still rebellious sobas refusing to pay tribute, fleeing with enslaved people to join Njinga’s armies and the departing swathes were severely jeopardising the flow of business out of Luanda’s port. Njinga had once again turned to their alliances with Imbangala groups, meanwhile converting the kingdom was proving difficult with the ngangas still occupying central divine roles.89 The Portuguese crusade was faltering.

The governor couldn’t get his hands on the sibling he wanted but remained haunted by their presence.



Over the years, it became apparent that Njinga’s symbolic ceremony with Kasa didn’t necessarily make the alliance a secure one and security was exactly what Njinga needed as they launched attacks against the joint Hari-Portuguese campaigns. After two Imbangala armies changed sides in the middle of a battle in 1628, Njinga had taken matters into their own hands.90 Having already introduced their followers to the military techniques, rituals and ways of living of Kasa’s people, Njinga decided to become an Imbangala (or Jaga) themselves – reportedly assuming the role of tembanza, a major title reserved for women which heralded authority over both war and politics.91

Approaching 1630, the Portuguese couldn’t reach Njinga without broaching Imbangala lands. It offered the sovereign a strategic advantage as they led considerably inflated Mbundu-Imbangala military armies. This wasn’t to last. Kasa and other Imbangala defected to the Portuguese, effectively exiling an almost 50-year-old Njinga for lacking authentic Imbangala ancestry.92

With no allies and still being hunted by a Portuguese army, the former tembanza fled east to the lands they had called home when their brother had laid siege to both their family and body. Njinga was in need of a political base and the familiar Matamba had historically been a tributary of the Ndongo ngola.93 Thanks to years of incessant raids by Imbangala and Portuguese forces, the kingdom of Matamba – which had a precedent for female rulers – had since been left in political disarray.94

Njinga moved with purpose. Still flanked by the numerous Mbundu people, they made their way to the kingdom’s capital of Mkaria ka Matamba where its queen, Muongo, held court. After fierce fighting, the war-hardened chief emerged triumphant with the queen and her daughter as captives. Muongo’s swift deposition – and later, banishment from the capital – saw the flight of her closest allies and, by 1635, Njinga occupied the kingdom and had established themselves as Matamba’s ruler.95

The African authorities in Ndongo, Kasanje and beyond had come to understand that whoever controlled the movement of enslaved people controlled wealth and power. The more Africans – bound to one another by metal and rope, wearing only the scraps of cloth they were permitted, their bodies worn with the licks of whips and merciless sun – trailed through Njinga-controlled domains, the more resources the ruler gained for army-building. Having diverted much of the trading routes from surrounding regions into Matamba, Njinga rebuilt the once-faltering kingdom until it was the largest state in the region during the 1640s.96

For all their success at their relocated base, as far as Njinga was concerned, they were sovereign of Matamba and Ndongo. Even if they’d had to rule from a capital far from the walls of Kabasa. Even if they’d had to yield much of Ndongo’s original territory. Even if there was another ngola who, by 1640, had been ruling for almost a decade and a half with the help of the Europeans.



The Portuguese manufactured Njinga as a deeply unsuitable monarch.

Belligerent, determined and garnering support, the Ndongo royal and their goal of sovereignty were a threat to a colonial project approaching seventy years in the making. Njinga’s gender, then, made for a convenient vehicle for disqualification. ‘A woman had never governed this kingdom,’ penned Governor Fernão de Souza to the Portuguese king.97
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