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Foreword by Femi Okunnu








When in early February 2012 Kaye Whiteman proposed to me in London (a few days before the end of my holidays) that I should write the foreword to Lagos: A Cultural and Historical Companion, I thought momentarily of the punishing program ahead of me in Lagos. I was nonetheless persuaded that it was a challenge I could not refuse. Kaye gave me a very tight deadline for when the foreword was needed.






I accepted the challenge primarily because history was my first love, not law. And I am part of the history of modern Lagos in many ways. Lagos, in any case, is my birthplace. In between my activities as President of the Ansar-ud-Deen society of Nigeria and other social and charitable work, I had to find time to meet Kaye Whiteman’s deadline. 






And what a tour de force this book is for all lovers of history and those interested in Nigeria’s political and socio-economic development and her future role in the world economy. For the book is not only about the history of Lagos—it has many vignettes of history, including the colonial administration—but also covers its topography and physical planning, its art and culture and its political and social life. I knew Kaye as a journalist; I did not know the pub crawler side of him, though that is part of the life of a successful journalist.






The book starts with the Portuguese connection, and the naming of Eko as Lagos. Kaye at times interchanges Isale Eko with “Eko” or Lagos Island. It is worth emphasizing that Isale Eko is only that part of Lagos Island where Iga Idunganran (the Oba’s Palace) is situated. Isale Eko is the “heart” of Lagos, as Lagos remains the “heart” of Nigeria, in spite of losing the Federal Capital status.






The original inhabitants of Lagos were the Aworis, but the dominant ethnic group in Lagos remains the non-Awori Yorubas from the hinterland. Kaye highlights, quite rightly, the settlement of the Binis in historic Lagos; the role of the Nupe as a dominant force amongst the early settlers, as well as the Saros and the Amaros after the abolition of the slave trade. The book discusses the reception of Christian missionaries, but could have had more on the earlier reception of Islam by a large section of the Eko community.






From its governance under the British Consulate, Lagos (coterminous with the present Lagos State) became a British colony in 1861 by virtue of the controversial Treaty of Cession. At first it was part of the colonial administration in Freetown, later part of the then Gold Coast, and finally it was placed directly under London’s control until Lagos lost its independence when it was merged with the Protectorate of Nigeria in 1906.






In his “Prominent Personalities” Kaye includes many names, but omits to bring into more prominence others like J. H. Doherty in commerce and Chief Tijani Oluwa who fought the British administration successfully in the Privy Council in the famous Apapa land case.






The history of the creation of Lagos State, in which this writer played a part, should have featured more prominently in the book. And in Chapters 2 and 3, where the development of the ports (Lagos, Apapa and Tin Can Island) and the railways are chronicled, little is said about the highways, bridges and interchanges of my creation, comparable to those found in most cities of the world. The tramway and Carter Bridge are properly in place in the book.






Arts and music feature very well, including Portuguese/Brazilian architecture, which in Brazil is called “colonial” architecture. And Fela Anikulapo Kuti deserves his place in the book. One chapter gives me special pleasure: Chapter 10 “Streets of the Imagination: Everyday Mysteries of the City.” The author describes in minute detail the characteristics and social life in the major streets of Lagos. Kaye knows his onions. Though now in his seventies, he is a Lagos “boy.”






Lagos Island or Eko has now become one sprawling market, from Isale-Eko to Olowogbowo, from Ehingbeti to the Brazilian Quarter and Epetedo, from Ita Faji to Oko-Awo and Idunshagbe, with residential buildings dotted here and there. The Central Business District of Ehingbeti and Oluwole is enjoying a sort of renaissance. The residents of Lagos Island are like squatters in a large marketplace.






But the reality of Lagos State becoming a mega-city is taking shape on Victoria Island, Ikoyi and along the Lekki corridor to Epe, and from Iganmu along the rail/road highway (under construction) to the Benin Republic border, replacing the old Badagry Road. And that is for a start. That is Lagos, with the new Carter Bridge and Eko Bridge of the Gowon era; the mega-city with the long third Mainland Bridge which merges with the Lagos-Ibadan ten-lane expressway. It is the link with the rest of Nigeria. 






What, then does tomorrow hold for the city of Lagos? Yes, Lagos has a “soul,” but it is more than a “state of mind.” Lagos is alive. It is this extraordinary life and creative vitality contained within its bounds that will make it a true world city of the future.




















A Personal Message from the CEO of BGL








After many visits and my student years at Kings College Lagos, I began my professional life in Lagos back in 1988. In many ways I can say I owe my career progression to the unique collectives of people that only Lagos could have agglomerated within its large population: the intellectuals who inspired my analytical bent and an application to detail; the entrepreneurs who revealed that a “Nigerian Dream” is more likely to be Lagos-based than anywhere else in Nigeria; and the regulators who over the course of my career have gone from the rather inflexible bureaucrats of the military rule period to the dynamic, often diaspora-influenced proponents of private sector-led economic development currently steering the ship of Financial Services guidance. 






My peregrination within Lagos—an area tiny in size but huge in strategic importance, human capacity and economic potential—has seen me personally take in the working-class hubs of the mainland, the hard-driven, fast-paced, can-do bustle of the three Islands and the underappreciated green areas that still dot the thorough modernity of the metropolis. I am grateful to be one of the many officers of BGL PLC whose dint of hard work has taken him or her “from Mainland to Island.”






From my own humble beginnings living happily, but very modestly, in Ogudu and plying the bracing bus-routes from the typically rowdy but entertaining Oworonshoki bus-stop via the Third Mainland Bridge to CMS bus-stop/Marina, I have seen Lagos’ transport system evolve from Danfos to BRTs. My career path has in many ways mirrored the occupational and figurative course of tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands of professionals and entrepreneurs to whom Lagos has given the opportunity to change their circumstances individually, even alongside their contribution to the finances and development of the metropolitan community. 






Speaking of community, this is one of the most remarkable features of the Lagos Metropolis. The fact that it is small but densely populated means that you are never far off from the people whose lives you have touched or vice-versa. However, the frenetic pace of Lagos also means that you could be literally minutes away from a friend, family member, contact or acquaintance and not even catch a glimpse of each other for years! This is why technology integration involving telephony and the Internet is faster in Lagos than anywhere else in the country (and perhaps even the subcontinent). This is why the thriving social scene of Lagos, fueled by a representative melting pot of peerless and often timeless artists, poets, musicians, broadcasters, media practitioners and entertainment impresarios is of such crucial importance. From our social clubs and parties (our 

owambes) to our ubiquitous places of worship, the hard-working and often rather bedraggled swell of Lagosians are offered the opportunity to remind ourselves that a common humanity is what matters the most, even as we strive to make a living. I am convinced that this social cohesion is what has made Lagos—a place that appears to be virtually bursting at the seams sometimes—somehow defy the doubters and thrive, despite the many challenges it faces.








Albert Okumagba


















Preface and Acknowledgements










Even in my most exotic creative imaginings, I had not thought that Lagos, even as a city that I have known well for a long time, would be the subject of the first full-length book that I would write, above all in the middle of my eightieth decade. So when Michael Dwyer of Signal Books approached me in 2005 with the idea of writing a book about the city by the lagoon, the notion came as something of a shock.






I first visited Lagos in 1964, and have been a regular visitor ever since. However, it was only the fact that I had just spent two vitally important years of my life living there in 2001-02 that caused me first to entertain the idea of writing a book, warm to it and then embrace it. From having been a regular visitor who still saw the city as a backdrop to political and journalistic encounters, I had become a “Lagos boy.” I guess that it was the concept of Lagos as a “city of the imagination” that clinched it for me. For the most immediate impact you can receive from Lagos is from its creative energy, that which fuels the imagination. I can still recall the rush of adrenaline that hits you any time you arrive; the existential awareness that each new day is completely different from the last; the contradictions of philistine aggression and cultural wonder, and of the shockingly perverse alongside the unexpectedly serendipitous.






The historical, topographical and social background is fundamental to understanding what has led to the development of this peculiar force. Nigerian readers should forgive me for dwelling at length on the two-stage British takeover of the city—the bombardment by a Palmerstonian gunboat in 1851 (along with the deposition of the Oba) and the humiliating Treaty of Cession ten years later. The text of this makes such painful reading that I have included it as an Appendix. In spite of all the forces at work in the three preceding centuries these two events were seminal in the configuration of the city we know now, and in the making of Nigeria itself.






For me, however, the core of this book is the impact that the genius of the city and its astonishing melting-pot has had on the creative output of its people, and to a much lesser extent on those from outside who have been drawn into its vortex. Lagos is above all a triumph of imagination over reality. This makes the two chapters that deal with literature, music and the cultural environment central to the idea of the book. Few cities have inspired so many in so short a time. Odia Ofeimun’s recent volume  Lagos of the Poets alone is evidence enough of the city’s creative passion.






It has also been my concern to write of particular, if arbitrarily chosen, incidents; and of a number of prominent citizens and “Lagos boys.” I chose, too, to take journeys through especially evocative streets, highways and quarters of the imagination. This may sometimes have led to repetitions in more than one place and yet illustrates, perhaps, the confused nature of the city, which can be seen through so many prisms. 






Since the conception of the book I have had twelve visits there, all between 2005 and 2010, as well as two major surgical experiences, the latter which has prevented me more recently from undertaking long distance travel. My last visit was in 2010. The visits I made permitted me to engage in a series of essential researches even while busying myself with other activities, some of which involved simple breadwinning (an elementally Lagosian activity). But over this seven-year period I have sometimes felt I was engaged in producing a blockbuster like the film  Ben-Hur which was also seven years in the making. I began to feel it was one of those books that are treated as a joke and end up never being written. The publication before you is proof to the contrary. 
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There are a number of valuable works, notably by Akin Mabogunje, Professor Ade-Ajayi and Dele Cole, to which I have often referred. For the history, Richard Burton and E. D. Morel have given me some valuable quotations. Apart from the research into secondary sources the book depends on many interviews and conversations, as well as long years of distilled experiences. Because I have not been in Lagos since May 2010 some of the material may already seem out of date, but that is the nature of the place. I have also often drawn on my own writings and introduced an unavoidable subjectivity verging on the autobiographical; although to claim ownership of such a place looks seriously pretentious, this is my Lagos.






Even enlisting the eminent Lagos elder Femi Okunnu in writing the foreword of this book involved me in exciting and careful negotiation, perhaps an indication of arguments to come with the publication of the book. He made me aware of the pitfalls in writing about Lagos and heightened my awareness of my own lack of insight into the mysteries of the city, for which I thank him. I also accept his reproach for not including figures like Doherty and Oluwa; my only defense is that there are many other eminent Lagos figures also deserving inclusion. Such selection is an onerous, arbitrary exercise. Although I have tried to scrupulously check facts, there are probably many that I have been unable to alight on. These mistakes are my own and for these I plead indulgence, for there are many people out there who know more of the city than I do, who have lived with the idea of Lagos all their lives, an idea often only articulated through creativity. I also regret that for reasons of space I have not included much detail of the three major towns of Lagos State: Epe, Badagry and Ikorodu.






In all these endeavors I have been immensely assisted by support from the BGL Group headed by Albert Okumagba, without which this book could not have been completed. Albert’s message, which precedes this preface, is testimony to the group’s support. I wish to thank BGL and in particular their head of research Olufunso Oke for his belief in the book, a belief which he communicated to his colleagues, and for his patience faced with all the delays experienced. A description of the activities of BGL can be found on p.263.






I must also thank my old friend and fellow alumnus of the Queen’s College, Oxford, Hadja Abdulaziz Ude, who has at various times in my career given me encouragement, and in the case of the book provided me with an important introduction to His Majesty Akiolu I, the Oba of Lagos who has taken valuable time to explain to me some of the complexities of the traditional city. He put me on to a number of key figures such as Alhaja Habibatu Mogaji, supremo of all Lagos markets, and Professor Kunle Lawal of Lagos State University, and I thank him. Governors Tinubu and Fashola also readily agreed to be interviewed at length. I am also indebted to Tayo Akpata, Philip Asiodu and Francesca Emanuel for many helpful ideas and insights. John and Jill Godwin, Brits who have made Lagos their home for over fifty years, have been consistently helpful, pointing me in all sorts of useful directions and correcting the gaps in my own knowledge. 






I must also mention Stanley Egbochuku and Freddie Scott, who brought me out to Lagos in late 2000, providing me with the two-year experience of the city at first hand without which this book could not have seen the light of day. Frank Aigbogun and the staff of Business Day, who have over the past ten years given me a continuing foot in the door, also deserve to be included among those who have helped make this book possible. I must likewise thank those two “cultural landscapists” Jahman Anikulapo and Toyin Akinosho for helping me to discover the “havens in the wilderness” like those run by Bisi Silva and Bolanle Austen-Peters, of a kind that flourish joyously all over the city. Jahman, as well as Professor John Peel, Olly Owen, the Godwins and Giles Omezi, have all read parts of the book and given freely of their comments. 






My irrepressible friend of twenty-five years Tunji Lardner has helped me to understand the Lagos mentality (both of Mushin and Ikoyi), and his one-time colleague at Wangonet, Paul Kalu, proved an unrivaled guide to the highways and byways of Lagos during my two years’ adventure at the beginning of the new century. Chike Nwagbogu of Nimbus fame and his brother Azu, as well as Lagos Boys Osagie Oyegun, Valentine Okogwu and Uchechi Ogwo, all formed part of that learning curve. I have a debt to many others in this incredible place too numerous to name, all of whom have been important in providing a deeper and wider-ranging appreciation of a city that has all too often been portrayed to the outside world as being a hell-hole of crazy slums, endless traffic jams, con-men and chaos when it is so much, much more. 








Kaye Whiteman














To my family, Marva, Simon and Joshua, with all my love












Introduction








“The town of Lagos is certainly one of the most unhealthy spots on these malarious shores.”




Sir Richard Burton, Wanderings in West Africa ,1863






“The inner life of Lagos is a dark and often times incomprehensible mystery.”




Editorial in The Observer of Lagos, 6 August 1887






“Lagos is chaos theory made flesh and concrete.” 




Lonely Planet 

Africa, 30th Anniversary Edition, 2008






“I know there is a logic in Lagos that shouts itself to victory; it is loud
And riotous with colours; it wants to be heard
And it means to be seen…’’




Afem Akeh, from the poem “Bodies”






“Lagos is a state of mind.” 




Kunle Adeyemi, OMS Rotterdam, 2006


















This work is a quest for the soul of the city, and like most quests it is doomed to be ultimately unfulfilled even if it still gives satisfaction in the questing. Some cities are cold and unforthcoming. Lagos, for all its confusion, is full of emotional warmth, often shocking or misdirected, sometimes bleakly humorous, often too tragic for tears, but always full of raw intensity; above all it is a city of people. It is almost impossible to set the parameters of the quest, since the subject, as vast as the city itself, could cover so much. There is therefore no point in apologizing for not using up a lot of printed space on pressing infrastructural issues such as water supply or sewerage, health services or crime rates, although they are bound to figure in places. This limitation applies even more to the issue of traffic and roads, integral parts of the city’s daily drama which could fill a book, and are a fundamental part of its persona. It may be unfair, but to link any of these in one phrase with Lagos—as in “Lagos water,” “Lagos sewerage,” “Lagos traffic” or “Lagos roads”—is to sound oxymoronic.






Because this book is intended to be a “cultural and historical companion” rather than a more routine kind of guide book, the work includes, indeed feasts on, a variety of references to and quotations from those who in various periods have written about Lagos. These quotations range from the European visitors of the nineteenth century such as Sir Richard Burton, who presented a particularly vivid picture of Lagos in the early 1860s, to the academics, along with the politicians and public servants. both Nigerian and non-Nigerian, but above all the Nigerian writers—the novelists, the poets, the journalists. They dominate the two long central chapters on the literature and the musical and artistic culture of the city. Without them this book would have had much less substance. This “feasting” makes it more of an empirical adventure, and not so much a scientific study with any academic pretensions. Hence there are no footnotes although I have tried to provide a comprehensive bibliography for further study. Readers of this impressionistic maze are also asked to excuse that I have engaged in a measure of authorial self-indulgence, and they may find reference to some of my own writings, drawn from material published over the past fifty years. I hope these occur only where they positively illuminate both the text and the wider purpose of the book.






Telling people that you are writing a book about Lagos produces some unusual reactions, ranging from a pitying look, suggesting that you are not quite normal, to downright astonishment that you are taking on such an uphill struggle. For there are still probably few international cities with a worse image. The normally admirable Jan Morris, in her book Cities, published in 1963, included only Accra and Kano as West African cities worthy of her creative attention. This is disappointing as her narrative skills might have come up with some interesting descriptive passages. However, the disparaging remarks about “Westernized Africa” that introduce her frank essay in admiration of Kano suggest that she too, despite her fine writing, would join those who put down Lagos as not worth consideration by serious “travelers.” Lagos has only been dwelt on as part of a pursuit of the “other,” as defined, for example, by Ryszard Kapuscinski, who has his own take on Lagos, even if most of those travellers who are often genuinely curious beings end up self-indulgently chasing after exoticism. The same dismissal of Lagos as not worth serious attention is implicit in its ruthless exclusion from The World’s Great Cities published in 2008 by Lonely Planet, a giant glossy tome which reveals its own superficiality in preferring to embrace the relatively characterless and still unformed Abuja to Lagos. A more judicious approach came from Morley Safer, of the US CBS-TV program  Sixty Minutes, who once (in the early 1980s) described Lagos as “a city like no other.” This was perhaps double-edged, but even Lagos aficionados would not disagree with him.  






Apprehension about the place, leading to a certain rejection, is not a recent state of mind. It goes back probably five centuries to the first Portuguese explorations of the coast and was one reason why they were deterred from further investigation there for more than two centuries. The first known written account of a visit is that of the German Andreas Ulzheimer in 1603, full of interesting detail, but there are scarcely any other records until the eighteenth century. Even then there was little to excite the traveler. Barbot in his  Voyage to Guinea (1732) noted only the perennial problem of the “bar,” the sandbank at the mouth of the network of lagoons that lay behind the long straight coast. The bar was one of the main problems that exercised visitors over the next two centuries (see Chapter 2). 






In the first part of the nineteenth century, although the settlement was already evolving, the climate and the ambiance of what by then had developed as a slaving center was so insalubrious that even by mid-century it was in some ways surprising that missionaries, and then the colonial forces, were keen to move in. By that time, however, it seemed to be a focal point and a magnet, offering challenges both for those seeking to profit from trade and for others hoping to spread God’s word. This study has dwelt at probably too great a length on the period of the mid-nineteenth century when the two-stage British takeover of the city happened. This was, however, an event of profound importance when everything changed, and I felt it needed a more profound exploration.






In the course of the text the reader will find quotes, not always complimentary, from the likes of Sir Richard Burton, Giambattista Scala, Mary Kingsley, Lady Glover, E. D. Morel, Sir Frederick Lugard, Margery Perham, Elspeth Huxley and John Gunther, but Lagos was never to my knowledge the subject of an expatriate novel, although there are novels on Nigeria such as those by Joyce Cary, which were a source of irritation for budding Nigerian writers such as Chinua Achebe. Lagos never had a foreign writer to do for the city what Lawrence Durrell did in The Alexandria Quartet. Books of memoirs like Dark Subjects by H. L. Ward Price (1939) occasionally have passing descriptions of what Lagos was like, but it was not on the whole a place to stay or reflect. Occasional external comment has continued, however, most of it from journalists, much of it still not flattering, very little of it comprehending. 






Big cities, it is true, have often in history had a hostile press, and have been a favorite subject for excoriation. For, example, London in the eighteenth century, in a period of disorderly growth, was called the “Great Wen,” a source of all manner of social evils. The Industrial Revolution created many more cities in what was still an essentially agricultural world, and they had a bad reputation, somber subjects for writers such as Dickens and Zola who nonetheless painted unforgettable pictures of London and Paris at that time.






Nigerians have been writing about Lagos since the first flowering of newspapers in the 1880s, often in the form of social comment. M. C. Echeruo in his much-appreciated book Victorian Lagos

 (1975) made a point of going through newspapers of the last twenty years of the nineteenth century: a similar exercise could be done with those of the twentieth, a subject filled out in Chapter 4, and vital commentary on some of the glories and follies of the city has continued, for example in Metro sections of daily newspapers.






There has, of course, been much more to the recent literature of Lagos than simply journalism. Great cities need their writers, although Nigerian writers of that marvelous generation that came to flower in the two decades after the Second World War often had ambivalent or even hostile feelings about the city. The background to this ambivalence was the massive rural exodus in Nigeria, which has been so recent and so accelerated that there have survived all manner of bonds between the urban sprawl and the mass of villages in the interior. But the critics often became those who in fact, in spite of themselves, sang the city’s praises.






One still feels, however, that Lagos has not yet quite found among Nigeria’s own writers its Charles Dickens or still less its James Joyce, or, for a more pertinently related fictional experience of a city, its Naguib Mahfouz (the novelist who has been the true bard of contemporary Cairo). A seminal piece “Imagination and the City” by the poet and social commentator Odia Ofeimun in 

Lagos: A City at Work points the way to the possibilities of this line of exploration. His elegant essay is, in fact, an essential pointer for those trying to understand the soul of Lagos, or to look for what Ofeimun calls the “citiness” of the city. The section of Chapter 4 which deals with Lagos in literature is fruitfully informed by some of his material, including his important recent anthology Lagos of the Poets, but in a typical rambling and adventurous Lagosian manner his subject matter extends well beyond simple interpretation of the written word into history, society, philosophy, culture and other subject matters. 






One example taken from Ofeimun’s “Imagination and the City” gives an idea of his unique contribution:






…there is in Lagos a certain openness, showiness, freedom from custom, and a stress on equalitarian notions of citizenship. It has empowered the stranger to feel at home… Lagos has managed to give other ethnic groups a sense of movement to a common morality by which they could interact. Somewhat, this has helped to distinguish Lagosians from people of the same ethnic stock who are not Lagosians. Another way of saying that is that there is indeed a Lagos ethic of citizenship. More than in any other Nigerian conurbation, it has tended to be conferred more by presence than by ancestry.






Chapter One



THE STORY OF LAGOS



EVOLUTION OF A MULTI-ETHNIC GENE POOL






“If Lagos, instead of being a nest for slave-traders, were to become a port for lawful trade, it would become an outlet for the commerce of a large range of country in the interior, and instead of being a den of barbarism, would become a diffusing centre of civilisation.”


Lord Palmerston, 1849







“It is at best only a half-truth to say that Lagos was bombarded in 1851 because it was a ‘notorious slave depot.’” 


J. F. Ade Ajayi 
in Nigeria Magazine, 1961







“This is a mini-Nigeria. Everyone is in Lagos, every ethnic group. But we have to use the power of that migrant culture to strengthen our position.”


Governor Babatunde Fashola, interview with the author, August 2008









ORIGINS: OGUNFUNMINIRE, OLOFIN AND THE IDEJO


This is the story of the piecing together of what eventually became one of the biggest and most diverse conurbations in Africa. The sources of the phenomenon that became Lagos are rooted in oral tradition, rendered more complex by the interweaving of two different traditions, from Lagos itself and from Benin. Among the many different versions of the origins of Lagos, local historians of the city and traditional accounts have it that the original inhabitants are the descendants of Ogunfunminire, a hunter from Ile-Ife in the heart of the homeland of the Yoruba people, who having settled in Isheri, moved to rule from a fishing village on the mainland at Ebute Metta (which means “three wharves”), one of many such villages the Yoruba-speaking Awori people found near the coast, as far as forty miles north of what is now Lagos. He acquired the title of Olofin. The timing of this event is hard to place, but it was probably at some point in the sixteenth century.


The twelve descendants of Olofin later became known as the Idejo, the “white cap” chiefs who still hold important authority in Lagos and are still said to be custodians of the city’s oral history, although their main authority came, and still comes, from ownership of land. Because the mainland was subjected to warring kingdoms, one of the Idejo, Aromire, went first to the island of Iddo and then to the comparatively greater security of what is now Lagos Island, and established a fishing camp and later a pepper farm, although there are even conflicting stories of the origins of this farm. The Idejo all eventually established themselves on and around what are now Lagos and Victoria Islands, and apart from still possessing substantial land titles maintain a vital role in traditional institutions.

THE FIRST PORTUGUESE CONTACT


From external evidence we know that Lagos lagoon featured in early Portuguese maps of the late fifteenth century, but there was no settlement marked. In 1485 a visitor, Duarte Pacheco Pereira (quoted notably by the great scholar of the Brazil slave trade Pierre Verger) observed that “there is no trade in this country nor anything from which one can make a profit.” In other words it was a low priority from European traders’ point of view. According to Agiri and Barnes, “the Portuguese were sufficiently interested in trade in this area to have established themselves in the Ijada quarter of Ijebu Ode,” but documents are silent on the subject of the island that later became Lagos. They also went further along the coast to Forcados, from where they established their celebrated relations with Benin in the sixteenth century. On later maps of the period there also appeared 
agua de curamo
 or lago de curamo, apparently named after the fishing village on the creek of that name, a name still given to the small lagoon near Bar Beach called Kuramo Waters, fronting onto Kuramo Beach. The first European map reference to Eko (still the preferred local name for Lagos) appears to have been on the work of a number of mid-seventeenth-century Dutch cartographers who refer to “Ichoo.”  

The present Oba (King) of Lagos, Akiolu I, told the author that the first building of the Iga Idunganran (Palace of the Pepper Quarter) was constructed by Oba Ashipa on the site of Aromire’s pepper farm in the seventeenth century, and a courtyard that was part of it is still physically there, even if many of the buildings are essentially Portuguese-inspired constructions from the late eighteenth century and the first part of the nineteenth. The palace was extensively reconstructed in the late 1950s—the modern extension containing the offices of the Oba, his throne and his reception hall were opened at the time of independence in October 1960. 


THE BENIN IMPRINT AND “EKO”

The kingdom of Benin in its heyday, between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, was one of the greatest and most developed empires that West Africa has seen. Oral tradition recounts that in the latter part of the sixteenth century, in the reign of King Orhogba (probably c.1550-78), the island and settlement of what became Lagos Island were occupied by Benin forces and a military camp was built there. The name Eko, traditionally ascribed to the island from the seventeenth century onwards, comes, so some authorities say, from the Bini word for “encampment,” derived from the settlement already there. Odia Ofeimun, in 
Lagos of the Poets, insists convincingly more than once that it is in fact Bini for “meeting place,” although that could have a military connotation. 

Another version, quoted by Dele Cole, suggests it was an adaptation of 
oko
 (“farm” in Yoruba), a name given by Awori fishermen to the island. Both versions may well have historical foundation. Benin at the time was in expansionist mode and outmaneuvering its neighbor to the west, the Yoruba state of Ijebu, it was pushing through to the frontier of Dahomey at Allada, setting up staging posts on the way, of which Eko was one of the more significant. Not for the first time the island in the lagoon was subject to pressures from wider forces on the mainland.

The German surgeon Andreas Ulsheimer’s account of his 1603 visit on a Dutch merchant ship gives an interesting and historically vital portrait of the town of Lagos although he does not use the name; it confirms the presence of a camp of Benin soldiers on the island—he describes a well-fortified military town inhabited by “none but soldiers and four military commanders, who behave in a very stately manner.”

The formal bid by the Benin Kingdom to make it into an outpost came later, however, probably in the first part of the seventeenth century (there are some serious arguments over exact dating). As the story goes, one Awori warrior called Ashipa was selected to take the body of a Bini war leader, Asheri, back to Benin for burial, and so impressed the Oba of Benin that he was sent back as the first recognizable ruler (some say in 1603, though others put it a bit later, and J. B. Losi even suggests it was at the end of the seventeenth century). After him there came Ado, who further consolidated the foundations of the Obaship, although it was eventually assimilated by the descendants of Olofin, who as the “white-capped” land owning Idejo constituted a true oligarchy, and whose writ on the ground was more effective than that of the notional tributary of Benin. The ownership of land was a powerful force.

The Benin imprint led to other categories of chiefs introduced in the reign of Ado’s son Gabaro (once dated as having been in the latter part of the seventeenth century but now, it seems, put by some historians in the early eighteenth). These were the Akarigbere (the elders and principal advisers); the Abagbon, the military leaders headed by the Ashogbon, the chief of staff; and the Ogolade, chiefs versed in traditional medicine, described by the late history professor of the University of Lagos, A. B. Aderibigbe, who has written much of the history of Lagos, as “collectively responsible for the well-being of the community.” In spite of these essentially Bini introductions, land remained securely in the hands of the Awori Idejo, who retain considerable powers to this day, while the other categories have become more purely ceremonial as part of the culture of the Oba’s court. The rulers of Lagos in the first instance were known as “Eleko,” a title officially maintained for many years; “Oba,” which has become more generally accepted, is simply a word for king in both Yoruba and Bini languages. The coronation ceremonies of the Oba of Lagos still have many analogies with those of the Oba of Benin.


AKINSEMOYIN AND THE COMING OF THE PORTUGUESE


When Akinsemoyin (see Chapter 8 for profile) succeeded his brother—probably in the mid-eighteenth century—there seems to have been a major change in the nature of kingship in Lagos, although according to some accounts he may only have ruled for fifteen years. This was partly because at some point in his reign a deal was done with the Portuguese, which contributed in important ways to wealth creation in the town and helped alter the balance of power between it and the Benin monarchy. Aderibigbe says that that the formerly strong ties of the royal house with Benin became gradually attenuated at this time. He writes:


True, in times of constitutional crisis appeals to the political and spiritual sanctions of the Oba of Benin continued to be invoked; but with the relative decline in the might of the ruler of this once powerful African kingdom, and the growing wealth and power of its vassal, the annual payment of tribute became not only intermittent but a much more intolerable duty perfunctorily carried out.

Certainly, in the second half of the eighteenth century the Portuguese presence in the city became increasingly significant. The slave trade on the west coast of Africa had previously been concentrated on other well-known centers from Gorée in the far west, via Elmina and other forts on the Gold Coast, to Ouidah, which waxed on the supply of slaves available as a consequence of the wars engaged in by the aggressive kingdom of Dahomey, at its zenith in the eighteenth century. The maritime-inclined Portuguese had been, in Hugh Thomas’ expression, one of the main “managers” of the Atlantic trade from its inception, although by the eighteenth century the British had taken pride of place. 

The equatorial island of São Tomé in particular had for two centuries been one of the main pivots of the Portuguese trade. Towards the end of the eighteenth century there was a switch of focus to Lagos, partly because of the same question of availability of supply, but also because it had become a more notable center of commercial activity, and in Oba Akinsemoyin there was a ruler the Portuguese felt they could do business with. Although he was of Bini lineage descended from Ado, after a century the peculiar cross-cultural nature of Lagos had begun to leave its mark. There has always, however, been a Bini quarter of Isale Eko (the area in the immediate vicinity of the Oba’s palace, the Iga Idunganran). As Lagos developed as a slave port in the late eighteenth century, and then opened up to a wider range of trade and influence, the Oba’s power as an independent entity became more significant. As Dele Cole says in his book 
Traditional and Modern Elites in 19th Century Lagos: “Foreign trade, rather than the Oba of Benin’s conquest, was responsible for the transformation of Lagos from an oligarchy to a kingdom.”

The varying Benin and Awori versions of Lagos history are still the subject of argument among historians. It is not, however, that one can positively state that there is a Benin version and an Awori version of early Lagos history—there are merely differences of emphasis. What is certain is that there was from early in the town’s history a multi-ethnic crossroads, a melting pot or “gene pool” which attracted more and more ingredients, and that while the unique culture of traditional Lagos is the result of a synthesis of these two original components, many other elements very soon became added. Indeed, the concept of a gene pool is one of the most important defining characteristics of the city. It may sometimes seem to be a quintessentially Yoruba city in terms of its basic culture, but it has always been able to encompass a larger view, perhaps the outstanding example of the legendary inclusiveness of Yoruba culture.

It is generally accepted that it was the Portuguese who gave the city its name of Lagos, but there is hardly any evidence that it entered into current usage until the second half of the eighteenth century, and even then it was not widely used. Although (as recorded above) the traveler Sequeira had first recorded visiting the place in 1472, and Pacheco had dismissed it as being of no interest a few years later, the Portuguese had been a presence elsewhere on the West African coast for some time. This presence was maintained in Angola and São Tomé as well as Bissau and Casamance. In spite of Portugal’s loss of sovereignty to Spain from 1580 to 1640 and constant attacks on its imperial pretensions by the stronger British, French and Dutch, Portugal’s outposts were maintained, perhaps because of its strong maritime vocation which found expression in an interest in trade, especially the slave trade. The Portuguese found a historic opportunity to establish themselves on the island in the lagoon in the second half of that century after the Akinsemoyin deal. 

It is not clear when the name of Lagos came into wide usage, especially as the frequent retrospective and unhistorical use of the name by most people who write of it sometimes adds to the confusion. John Adams, who visited on two occasions between 1786 and 1800, calls it Lagos in his account, which was written in 1826. In some official documents the Portuguese refer to it as Onim, which was probably another Bini name for it, although it never seems to have had wide usage. 

Most likely, it had been given its name by the eighteenth-century Portuguese (in the manner of other Europeans finding themselves needing to name outposts in new countries) because of the town of Lagos in southern Portugal, especially as it was a port, similarly named after neighboring stretches of water. The word 
lago
 in Portuguese means “lake” and so Lagos means “lakes,” while strictly speaking the Portuguese word for lagoon is laguna.

The Portuguese found that the port, for all its inconveniences, was a new opening for the slave trade—having been excluded from the more popular slaving ports further west along the coast developed by the British, Dutch and French.  The Portuguese had also established strong ties with the monarchy. Adams records that Ologun Kutere (1775-1805), who picked up and consolidated what Akinsemoyin had begun in these relations, had received lavish gifts from the Portuguese traders, finding 


articles of trade, and costly presents in a state of dilapidation; namely, rolls of tobacco, boxes of pipes, cases of gin, ankers of brandy, pieces of cloth of Indian and European manufacture, iron bars, earthenware, a beautiful hand-organ, the bellows of which were burst; two elegant chairs of state, having rich crimson damask covers… and two expensive sofas.


The increased wealth which the trade brought to the city permitted what was now a city state to pursue a more active foreign policy, not just in asserting a hold on Badagry, which needed help against Dahomey, but also in the first rudimentary exercises of diplomacy—the sending of missions (Ambassadors of Onim) to both the court in Lisbon and to the Governor of Bahia in Brazil. After Brazil’s independence in 1822 there were attempts to establish diplomatic relations between Lagos and Salvador da Bahia on a more permanent basis. 

THE EARLY NINETEENTH-CENTURY CONTEXT: THE ENDING OF THE SLAVE TRADE AND THE YORUBA WARS


The Lagos of the late eighteenth century is described by John Adams as having a population of about 5,000 with a small international merchant community living off not just slavery but other forms of trade. Apart from the Portuguese a mixture of peoples from different areas to the north was starting to develop, including the beginnings of a small Muslim community, partly of Hausa and more particularly Nupe origins, which is first recorded in the eighteenth century. Then early in the next century Lagos began to feel the impact of several international developments. First among these was a consequence of the French Revolution, which in 1793 had abolished slavery in France’s New World possessions and the start of a campaign against the West African slave trade.

Amidst all the self-congratulatory enthusiasm in 2007 for the bicentenary of the British abolition of the slave trade, it was barely mentioned that the French had done it fourteen years before, and between 1793 and 1797 French naval squadrons swept the west coast of Africa arresting slavers and their ships, including particularly British ones. It only lasted for a decade, before Napoleon re-imposed the slave trade, but it disrupted the west coast slave trade, removing the French slavers from the picture and giving more opportunities for the Lagos market, which also offered a safe haven. 





Some scholars suggest that the Portuguese slave trade from Lagos, although beginning in the late eighteenth century, only really took off after about 1820, so in historical terms it was a fairly short-lived experience. Paradoxically the independence of Brazil may well also have given the Portuguese/Brazilian slave trade a boost in this period (slave trading to Brazil and Cuba continued until the 1860s). Although in line with most other European countries the Portuguese officially abolished the slave trade in 1836, it carried on in clandestine form, as it was still profitable, and Lagos, to which the Portuguese had privileged access, became one of the centers of activity. It is said that the Portuguese expression “for English eyes,” used in Brazil when engaged in a deception, comes from the slave traders’ experience with the Royal Navy anti-slavery squadron.

At the same time, the intensification of the Yoruba wars, following the collapse of Old Oyo (capital of the old Yoruba Empire) in the wake of the jihad of Uthman dan Fodio in what later became Northern Nigeria, increased both the marketing possibilities for slaves to the south, and the sanctuary of towns. The demise of Owu and the destruction of old Egba towns in the 1820s led to a series of wars which meant that for the first time Yoruba people were offering their kinsmen for sale to the slavers, where previously they had only been traders in peoples whose origins were to the north of Yorubaland.

Lastly and most significantly, the abolition of the trade by the British in 1807 brought into being the Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron which put more pressure on Lagos. Abolition also created a situation for the further diversification of the Lagos “gene pool” with the introduction of returned slaves, both the Saros (Sierra Leonean Creoles) and the Brazilians (called both amaro and aguda). Even before the British intervention in Lagos in 1851 a small population of both Saros and Brazilians had built up in Lagos. Mabogunje says that there were 250 Saros and some 150 Brazilian families. Saros from Freetown had saved money to hire a vessel in 1838 to take them along the coast, and they recognized that Lagos had been their port of embarkation. 

The early influx was made easier by the fact that, from the early 1840s onwards, for a number of reasons the British patrols became more active. Oba Kosoko, however, was hostile to the immigrants when he became Oba after 1846 and there was an episode in 1850 when he had a number of Saros killed. The influx only really took off after the British took 
de facto
control in 1851, when there was a need to repopulate since half the population had fled with Kosoko from the bombardment, and the missionaries also moved in to establish a presence.

Slavery itself was abolished by Britain between 1833 and 1838 in the West Indies and wherever British writ ran. Important pressure for yet further action by Britain came from the missionaries. It was in 1841 that Thomas Fowell Buxton published his 
African Slave Trade: A Remedy
in which he recommended that as well as using the naval blockade plus diplomacy to end the slave trade, the problem could be tackled at source. Inspired by the Lander brothers’ Niger expedition of the 1830s, he proposed pioneer sorties in the interior to make treaties with chiefs to show them the possibilities of private capital. Conceived from a missionary point of view, this idea came at the same time as a new burst of missionary activity which accompanied a push to expand and, ultimately, to colonize.

BEHIND THE BRITISH INTERVENTION: THE ROLE OF PALMERSTON


This is where the context both of events and personalities becomes important. In the first half of the nineteenth century, especially after the peace of 1815, Britain enjoyed an unprecedented freedom of action in foreign policy because of its unrivaled domination of the seas. As the Victorian period began, there were increasing signs that two of the characteristics of that era were converging in pursuit of the utilitarian notion, popularized by Bentham and Adam Smith, of gaining benefit from doing good. These ideas fed the element of moral superiority around the anti-slavery movement, which also enveloped the pursuit of free trade, in both of which the role of the Royal Navy was paramount. The increasing demand for palm oil, for both sanitary and industrial purposes, pointed to an ideal alternative to slaves. The more vigorous prosecution of the battle against the slave trade in the 1840s also coincided with the campaign by free-traders against the Corn Laws, repealed in 1846 in a political convulsion that caused the fall of the government of Robert Peel.

The influence of personalities comes into play significantly here, for the change in Westminster and the return of the Whigs in 1846 saw the return as Foreign Secretary of Sir William Henry Temple, Lord Palmerston, who was to play a crucial determining role in the history of Lagos, and in the eventual British takeover. But who was he? Palmerston had made his mark as a robust and independent-minded Foreign Secretary throughout the 1830s, but these successes had been mainly in European and Middle Eastern politics. His tendency to act on impulse meant that he and his foreign policy never had an easy ride, and his view of foreign affairs had many critics and opponents, but he always had a measure of popular support. This was seen above all in the Don Pacifico affair of 1850 (in which a gunboat was sent to the Aegean in support of a British citizen of Gibraltarian extraction). In a famous five-hour speech in the House of Commons in which Palmerston proclaimed the right of any British citizen anywhere in the world to be protected by the strong arm of British government, using the dictum 
Civis Romanus sum, he managed to survive impeachment. But he had also intervened the year before in the affair of British citizens attacked in Rio Nunez (further westwards along the West African coast).

While Palmerston was in interventionist mode and enjoying populist success, the pressures to do something about Lagos were increasing. The “missionary party” based in Abeokuta (capital of the Egba Yoruba state) mounted a particularly effective lobby, bringing the eminent churchman Samuel Ajayi Crowther (a returned slave from Oyo who came back to near to his homeland: see Chapter 8) to London. While he was there, Palmerston and Prime Minister Russell arranged for Crowther to meet Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, to argue the case for intervening in Lagos. 

All the records suggest that in the takeover of Lagos it was Palmerston who was the prime mover. Although others on the ground such as Beecroft, who had been made the first and only consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra in 1849 (perhaps with a pro-active move in mind), and Commander H.W. Bruce of the Royal Navy West Africa Squadron implemented the policy, it is clear they felt they had cover from Palmerston. In response to messages from Beecroft and Bruce in February 1851 recommending the use of force to bring Lagos to heel, it was Palmerston who sent two vital dispatches. 
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Left: Lord Palmerston: “a crucial determining role in the history of Lagos”


Below: Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther: “an increasingly uneasy conflict with the missionaries”
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The first dispatch authorized the signing of an abolitionist treaty with the ruler of Lagos; the second said that it should be represented to the same ruler that “the British Government is resolved to bring to an end the African Slave Trade, and has the means and power to do so.” The dispatch gained in menace as it continued, insisting that Kosoko should be told that “Great Britain is a strong power both by sea and by land, that her friendship is worth having, and that her displeasure it is well to avoid.” If he refused this advice and the signing of an anti-slave trade treaty he should be reminded, in language redolent of classic Palmerstonian gunboat diplomacy, that “Lagos is near to the sea, and that on that sea are the ships and cannon of England; and also to bear in mind that he does not hold his authority without a competitor, and that the chiefs of the African tribes do not always retain their authority to the end of their lives.”

Palmerston always linked the ending of the slave trade indissolubly with promoting commerce, and indeed with free trade, the golden principle of the age for the British in their period of supremacy. In a minute to the Foreign Office in December 1850, he wrote that his like-minded supporters,



wishing most earnestly that civilization may be extended in Africa, being convinced that commerce is the best pioneer for civilization, and being satisfied that there is room enough in… Africa for the commerce of all the civilized nations of the rest of the world, would see with pleasure every advance of commerce in Africa, provided that such commerce was not was not founded on monopoly and was not conducted upon an exclusive system.
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