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Abstract  

This paper is a study of the impact of trade and commercial activities in pre-colonial Esan 
society, up to 1900. The objective to add to the existing literature debunking the Eurocentric idea 
that Esan economy was a backward and uninteresting during the pre-colonial period. Without 
doubt, during this period, the Esan economy reached its peak, sustained with all the extra and 
superstructure of a developed society. Moreover, trade and commerce the topic this paper, trade 
in pre-colonial Esan has a very wide connotation. It includes the main features of any economy 
on which the surplus agricultural and industrial production were based and sustained. It also 
embraces the origin, organization and growth of all activities which undertakes the distribution 
and consumption of all productive activities. Therefore, the paper is majorly on the impact of 
trade and its further development on the Esan society and how this development injected a new 
life into the people. At the end, the paper is able to prove that Esan trade and commercial 
endeavours with all the skills, and organization that went into it, could rival that of any other 
country during this period.  
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Introduction 

At present, there is no reasonably full account of the history of trade and commercial activities in 

pre-colonial Esan. Existing historical studies of Esan, valuable though they are, mainly have a 

political bias. Trade and commerce forms a significant aspects of a people’s history. Therefore, 

in trying to reconstruct the history of agriculture, indigenous craft/industries and trade and 

commerce, the economic historian is brought into close contact with the lives of the great 

majority of African-men as well as women. The geographical dimension of the title of the paper 

may strike non-specialists as been rather narrow. However, Esan though only a very small part of 

West Africa, was able to attract thousands of merchants, not only from the West African region 
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but also from Western Europe and those of the Maghreb all obeying the laws of demand and 

supply.  

 Esan is located in the tropical Zone of the northern part of the Nigerian forest. Esan is an 

Edo word which refers to a people, their language, culture, territory and world views and their 

land is situated on a Plateau North East of Benin City1. Esan has boundaries on the south West 

with Orhionwon and Ika, while on the south East with Aniocha and Oshimili areas respectively2. 

The River Niger terminates her eastern border3. With few exceptions, they formed the defunct 

Ishan Division of then Benin Province during the colonial period4. The division after 

independence in 1960 was broken up into five local government areas5. Esan people have 

conflicting accounts of their origin and settlement pattern which should not bore us here6. 

However, all Esan came directly and indirectly from Benin as could be seen from the uniformity 

of social, economic and political features, all akin to Benin.7 Although some speak of their 

forebears who evolved from the ground/water. 

 Generally, Esan is sparsely populated with less than 520-619 people per square 

kilometer8. The pre 2006 population census figure yet contested and not acceptable to majority 

of the people due to alleged manipulation by the electoral body and the state government9. 

Meanwhile, the 2006 census stood at 587,858 people in the five local government area in 

Esanland10. 

 Before the advent of the Europeans, the Esan territory consisted of loosely independent 

but connected kingdoms each group built round an Onojie, king. Among these were Irrua, 

Uromi, Ekpoma, Ubiaja, Ugboha, Ewohimi, Ewu, Uzea, Emu, Ohordua, Ebelle, Amaho, Okalo, 

Ezen, Udo and Ugbegun11. Esan people are a component of Edo speaking peoples of Nigeria. 

And the name Esan, Ishan is a corruption of a Benin word Esan Fua, meaning those who fled or 

jumped away for freedom and self reliance.12 

Main Features of the Esan Economy 

In order for us to appreciate the magnitude of the impact of trade and commercial activities on 

the pre-colonial Esan economy, it is worthwhile to examine the main features/base of the region 

prior to the imposition of the British colonial economy13. This will to a large extent give us a 

basis for resting our argument on the changes and continuity in the economy of the region 

occasioned by colonial economic domination and exploitation14. Pre-colonial production was 

primarily aimed at satisfying personal needs, yet the idea of absolute subsistence is no longer 



accepted as evidence abound to argue for substantial production for exchange. Agriculture was 

the most important productive activity and was undertaken with seriousness. A cardinal principle 

of land tenure was that no one should be without land, Otor for farming15. The essence of land 

tenure system was right as opposed to “landlordism”. There could be land transfer or sale of 

some sort, but there existed a series of controls such as taboos, sanction and reversionary rights 

which safeguard against undesirable alienation or speculation16. Feudal relation was unknown in 

pre-colonial Esan land17.  

 The importance attached to agriculture is reflected in the rituals that preceded farm work 

to solicit the blessing of the gods, Eliwhin. The usual approach to farming was the slash and burn 

in which shifting cultivation was practiced because of the constraint of the relative infertility of 

the soil. Thus, to forestall the fallow for a long period18. Bradburns suggest that the fallow period 

of three years appears to be the practice over a large part of Esan country19.  

 However, with time, as population increased, the rotational bush fallow became the 

vogue. The imperative now becomes more of the maximization of output per acre, the latter 

being the norm of shifting cultivation20. Although chronology21 is difficult in matters of this 

nature, it may be suggested that the beginning of the tilt away from shifting cultivation may have 

coincided with a period of increased variety of crops most probably associated with the arrival of 

the New world crops such as rice and cassava in the era of the slave trade. The major products of 

the farmers include plantain, yam, corn, cocoyam, pepper and vegetables22. Among the tree crops 

like rubber, kola, cocoa, cotton, oil, palm oil, aided the production of black soap, black pomade, 

palm wine, baskets, brooms, fishing traps and several others formed important items of trade and 

commerce between the Esan and their neighbours23. The palm tree was the centre of social and 

economic life of the people. It should be noted that the palm produce industry was a family affair 

during the pre-colonial period. The men undertook the more strenuous task such as climbing the 

tree as well as assisting the women in processing of the palm oil. The women on the other hand 

were active in other aspects. They controlled the processing of the palm nut into palm kernel and 

other allied industries like pomade and soap making24. 

 One other important crop cultivated by the Esan people is the cassava, Igahi; The cassava 

takes from twelve to seventeen months to mature. As a root crop, it size range from 2-3 inches, 

an uneven spread of thickness. From the cassava people extracted other bye-products like starch, 



farina, and Igari, which is partly stored for local consumption and partly sold or exchanged on 

market days for fish or other items25. 

 The household was a very important unit of labour because it cost less-that is, it involved 

no formal payment of wages and because it could be used to a point where its marginal 

productivity was zero26. Some scholars misinterpreted this important element of the pre-colonial 

economy of the people. They claimed that because of the household mode of production, the 

economy was therefore inefficient27.  

 It is further elaborated by Marshall Sahlins that the main run of economic capacities that 

labour power was under-utilized, technical means not fully engaged and natural resources left 

untaped28.  Space does not permit taking up these points in some details, but suffice it to say that 

such labels, difficult to substantiate universally, were not peculiar to the pre-modern societies 

alone as any pattern of behaviour must be understood within the context of people’s world 

view29. We note that conventional European views on this matter are inherently contradictory. In 

one breath a picture of under productive and starving Africans is painted in another a picture of 

Merrie, indolent but richly endowed Africa emerged. 

 Clearly, production was carefully tailored to meet their needs. In a situation of poor 

storage facilities, production could only be carefully, controlled with the demands of domestic 

consumption and exchange. This approach was applied to other ventures like fishing, hunting 

and vegetable production. The societies, which produce the bulk of the palm oil and kernel for 

export during the period which pre-dated the era of legitimate trade could hardly have operated a 

system of labour mobilization, which was in-efficient. Labour was harnessed on the basis of age-

grades. Closely related was co-operative labour especially in farming which was known among 

the Esan as Akugbelo30 or labour was not a prominent feature. Apart from it us in Uromi, 

Ekpoma and some parts of Irrua and Ubiaja. And any other places where it existed, it was not 

extensively used. Excess capital was merely converted into slaves for security and status31. 

Wages labour to some extent was unknown in the pre-colonial period. Yet, Hopkins equates 

slave labour to a kind of wage labour or more appropriately, a reasonable substitute for wage 

labour. 

 Agricultural production affected social relations. Indigent people were known to have 

powned themselves to wealthy farmers, who in turn took care of their material needs32. Although 



this could not be equated to slavery, yet there was an element of subservience in that the rich was 

highly revered, while the poor was a subject of ribald songs33.  

 Another aspect of the people’s economic life was in the area of manufacture and 

indigenous technology. The manufacturers concentrated on items of economic and social utility 

Chip-carving was essentially male pursuit. Before the coming of the Europeans, there were no 

enamel wares. The people produced their household items or utensils out of clay calabash and 

wood34. The men specialized in carving wooden plates, dishes and bowls, Mortals and pestles, 

doors, decorated with all manner of designed desired by the royalty and chiefs. Besides, stools, 

drums, ladle, masks, toys and materials for shrines and religious functions were produced based 

on demands.35 The carvers equipped with axes, cutlasses, chisel, hammer and some other 

indigenous tools were able to turn out products of different types to enhance the status of the 

patronizes36.  

 Pottery was the special occupation of the Esan people who had suitable clay for the 

industry. It was essentially the business of the women assisted by their children or apprentices. 

As Adamson Hutchins has noted, earthen ware constituted a considerable article of trade 

between the Esan and her neighbours37. The items made by the potters, Omakhe included pots 

for cooking food, water storage, cowry vault, safe keeping of clothes, herbs preservation and 

other valuables38. In Uromi and Ekpoma, the pottery industry was well established. As it were, 

clay was the major raw material in pot making and was usually collected at the end of the rainy 

season. This makes it easy for the potters, to identify the clay with required thermal resistance 

and also proper plasticity for vibration39.  

 Within the Esan economy, men and women had largely separate opportunities for artistic 

expression40. Again in Uromi, Ekpoma, Ebelle, Ugbegun and Uzea, the women engaged in 

making wide variety of raffia41 mats for sleeping and as awning against sunshine and rainfall in 

the market place. The women also produced multi-coloured and patterned creations, which 

decorated rooms of newly, married women. The local raw material used is called Utantan and 

Ere42. Complex artistic creations like the lion, tiger, trees and Zig-Zag were some of the 

decorations on these mats. Other women also wove bags, baskets, and sieves for filtering starch 

out of cassava. The men produced raffia hats and wicker fish traps43. Soap was derived from the 

necessity to bath and wash. The black soap was highly medicinal. It cures such skin diseases as 

acne, and prickly heat. It was believed that when the black soap is mixed with certain 



concoction, it could bring good luck. It should be noted that manufacturing involved input of 

technical skills as well as substantial degree of specialization. Thus the Esan carvers, mat 

makers, pottery makers, soap makers exemplified specialization along occupational line45.  

 Quality of products was strictly controlled and any aggrieved buyer was free to return any 

inferior good46. There were profit motives in these manufactures no doubt but a motive, which 

was carefully shielded from usury. What to add is that with coming of the British which made 

society to be more complex, the demand for processed goods increased. The manufacturing 

sector evolved into an autonomous economic unit and ceased being merely an auxiliary part of 

agriculture. This in turn gave room for some form of specialization as stated earlier but rigid 

guilds did not emerge as was among the Benin, Yoruba47 and the Igbo48. The trade and 

professional associations that emerged in Esan after 1585, was copied from Benin merchants that 

traded into the Esan country when they traded with the outside world. It should be noted that the 

patronage of indigenous manufacturing initiatives were derailed with the influx of European 

manufactured goods49.  

 Esan was also noted for her weaving and cloth production. The cotton grown to the north 

of the region provided the necessary raw materials50. Cloth production was held with much 

importance because it complemented the indigenous export of the people. Both men and women 

were involved in the production of cloth. While men specialized in the horizontal loom to 

produce strips of cloth as Ododo51, women were expert in the strip of cloth of about 12 inches 

wide join to produce Oza peculiar to women who use it hold their babies on the back while 

attending to domestic chores52. Although subsidiary to agriculture, trade was an important aspect 

of the economic life of the Esan people. The variety of occupation pursuits has been important in 

the history of the people for it enabled the different Esan clans to exchange commodities among 

themselves and with their neighbours53. The trade pattern was not unconnected with the 

ecological disparities in the region, which gave vent for some form of regional specialization. In 

this dimension, the rice farmers of Ekpoma and Irrua exchanged their rice for yam and cocoa 

yam and palm oil of Uromi, Ubiaja, Ewohimi and Ewu people54.  

 Trade routes by land were the same as the roads within the region. They were mere 

footpaths occasionally cleared to link one village or clan to another. For example, the principal 

local trade route by foot from Uromi and Ekpoma to Ehor near Benin and Ewu run from Ubiaja 

and Ugboha, Ewohimi and on to Ebelle, Amahor and Udo. There were markets in almost every 



village or clan. While some of them were small markets, called Eki, Otor, others were large, Eki, 

Ugbo55. The market days Edeki were so chosen that no clashes occurred in the markets which 

also have varying numbers of days, ranging from four to eight days. Most of the markets were 

held every morning or evening depending on the security situation56. These were meant to serve 

the immediate needs of the people. Benin traders came to these markets to buy cloth, petty 

articles and sell salt, beads and some carved materials. The Ivbiosakon57 produced food crops 

which they bring to Esan markets to be exchanged for manufactured goods. Others who visit 

Esan markets included the Afenmai, Yoruba, Urhobo, Asaba, Hausa, Nupe and later Arabs in 

search of slaves and smith products58. 

 There was also the long distance trade which was in the hands of some trading 

associations whose activities were widespread throughout Esan region and whose activities were 

equally spread in many localities. There was the Eken-Egbo59, literally meaning trades of the 

forest which operated in the Benin and Afenmai countries through to Ekiti with Akoko Edo as its 

main centres. The articles of trade in these markets included Esan cloth, beads, salt, knives, traps 

etc60. The second trading association was called Ekhen-Oria started by the Benin merchants 

which traded into Esan small markets especially with Ehor as the chief centres61. This group of 

traders who travelled much of the Benin country went as far to Abudu, Uselu, Sakponba, Uzebu, 

Oliha and sometimes Ughoton. The small depot near the market still bears its name of Ekekhen, 

the traders market settlement, to this day. There was also a third trading association Ekhen-

Irhuen which traded alongside the Benin merchants traded to the lvbiosakon country of Afenmai 

and the Okenne region62. The traders who came from the middle belt and the north passed 

through Ozigolo in the west bank of River Niger via Igueben to Benin. They bought enormous 

quantities of Esan cloth, dried fish, salt and pepper to sell in the markets in the north especially in 

Nupe and Kano markets. The origin of these associations hinged on the general in-security of 

those days and the incalculable risks involved in the attempts of a lone trader undertaking long 

journeys into distant towns and countries. These associations had the support of the Enigies, 

rulers and the Ekhaemons, chiefs. The traders in most cases knew themselves. They therefore 

often inquired from one another as to those who would attend the next market.63  

Barter, as a system continued well into period of colonial rule. It was mainly concerned 

with the exchange of agricultural produce for durable products between the Esan and mostly 

Benin, Ora, Afenmai traders. Evidence seems to indicate that the cowry was a major currency of 



trade and it was widely adopted as from the 16th century as medium of exchange64. The cowry 

had the characteristics of modern currency. Agbonteam65 has shown that during the pre-colonial 

periodic markets in Esanland were organized by markets officials in Ohaieki appointed by the 

rulers and their chiefs. Transportation essentially was based on human head porterage. Traders 

employed their women, children, relatives, and apprentice for short distance journeys while 

professional load carriers, Omuwehe and slaves did the strenuous long distance journeys66. The 

cost of transport was determined by the degree of security of the routes, the length of the journey 

and the weight and value of goods in relations the distance of the journeys67. Among the Esan, 

porterage by women, children and relatives was regarded as a necessary obligation that was 

expected by and given to a man. 

 The above sketch of trade with the people’s of Nigeria is not an exhaustive one. In fact, 

to deal exhaustively with every state Esan traded with is perhaps beyond the scope of this paper. 

According to Agbontean, the arrangement was a well-knit one. It laid the solid economic 

foundation which easily adjusted to the European economy imposed from 1900 as demonstrated 

on the economic, political and social life of the people68.  

The Impact of Trade and Commercial Activities in Pre-colonial Esan Economy 

These impacts were discernible in its economic, political and social activities now discussed in 

this paper. 

Economic Impact: Esan pre-colonial trade and commercial activities brought a lot of 

economic change to Esan society. Firstly, the pre-colonial trade enabled individuals to strive and 

produce commodities for sale for money. This in turn, led to the formation of ‘thrift societies’ 

Osusu,-indigenous banking usually saved and disbursed on market days69. Members subscribed 

to such associations. The money collected was given to individuals in turn for development. It 

was then possible to get a large sum of money at a time for the purpose of embarking on large 

projects like building of houses70. Thus a sort of traditional banking system was began. Another 

economic impact was the desire to acquire wealth. In this regard, hunters, for example, 

intensified their efforts to kill more elephants and other games in order to get the tusks. Skin 

hides and bones both the tusks and the meat yielded a handsome sum of money when sold71. The 

same was applicable to the extraction of oil from palm fruits. The pre-colonial trade gave people 

the inspiration to produce more oil and kernels for sale, especially after the advent of the 

European72.  



 The desire to get commodities to sell was not limited to such items like oil, pepper and 

lvory. Infact, a whole range of goods like cloth which were woven on narrow and broad looms, 

took a different dimension. More areas were brought under cultivation where cotton seeds were 

planted. More hand looms were set up to meet the demands of the expanding market73. 

 The pre-colonial trade also led to the expansion of the slave trade especially during the 

era of the European trade with Benin kingdom. As more slaves were needed, the existing 

traditional laws were given wider application. Minor offenders were no longer slightly treated. In 

most cases, offenders were bonded into slavery for money74. This in turn, led to a class of 

wealthy courtiers among the Esan nobility. The nobles who had the means could buy many 

slaves. These were either sold or retained for farming75. The use of slaves for farming helped to 

produce more crops like yams, cassava, and pepper for the markets. The nobility were thus able 

to use the cheap labour provided by the slaves to enrich themselves and build large houses 

expanded farmlands. This invariably led to the expansion of the city and plenty products for the 

markets76. 

 The pre-colonial trade made the kings, Enijies their chiefs and the village heads 

wealthiest people in the land. Proceeds from the sale of ivory, pepper, palm produce cotton seed, 

and cloth went to the royal coffers77. Besides tolls collected along the trade routes helped to 

swell this pursue. Tolls collected along the trade routes, which increased with the expansion of 

the markets, went to the treasury. Perhaps, the most collected were the dues collected from long 

distance traders and later the Europeans and their agents78.  

 Agriculture was the most important productive activity and was undertaken with 

seriousness so land was extensively put into use79. As we mentioned earlier, there was a cardinal 

principle of land tenure which granted everybody the right to land for farming and other 

economic activity80. As a result of this no land was idle or utilized. Its extensive use allowed the 

idea of shifting cultivation which follows the used land to regained nutrients81.  

 Another economic impact of trade on the pre-colonial Esan economy was the full 

application of engaged and paid labour which developed before 1899. Apart from family effort 

available to the producers in the agricultural and other sectors of the economy, there was 

evidence of paid labour in several parts of Esanland. Omonabu made mentioned in one of his 

works that before the imposition of colonial economy, those in the manufacturing and long 

distance traders engaged paid labour82. He suggested that the idea must have been copied from 



the Yoruba cocoa farmers, in western Nigeria. The implication of this, was individuals paid 

invested most of the wages after making allowances for consumption83 

Perhaps, it is significant to note that the arrival of the European traders placed Esan and 

Benin pepper and other products exported at a considerable advantage vis-à-vis other parts of the 

world. Esan became the centre from where some trade routes radiated. Economically, Esan came 

to occupy an enhanced position. Her strategic location due to her nearness to Benin kingdom 

made Esan one of the feeder markets for collection and distribution of the trade goods to 

different part of the world84. 

Another economic impact of the Esan pre-colonial trade was the development of several 

commercial activities. These commercial activities directly or in-directly provided series of 

auxiliary services to those engaged in the agricultural sector, the industrial sector and those 

engaged in trade and exchange. Examples of these commercial activities included banking 

operations, warehouse or goods keeper, private security personnel, hotel and inn and restaurant 

managers, experienced language interpreters, entertainers, some class of middle men and women 

involved in wholesale and retail business, internirant herbal doctors, and weather interpreters85. 

Most of these service provides were located on the trade routes or near market centres. 

Political Impact: Like the economic impact, the pre-colonial trade also had some 

political impact on Esan society. This could be seemed at different levels. For examples, in the 

formation of the guilds, trading associations and thrift societies, Osusu discussed earlier, each 

organization laid down certain norms for the governance of its members. Certainly, this was an 

in-direct orientation into the political systems; people who officiated in such unions were vested 

with certain power86. At least, they learnt how to discipline themselves and give directives to 

others. This was more glaring in the offices of the president of trade associations. For example, 

the head of the hunters association was always consulted before hunters could go to a particular 

bush to hunt. This was designed to prevent any accident that might occur in the event of two or 

more sets of hunters entering a particular area to hunt for animals87. The pre-colonial trade also 

had the effect of making the leader of the guilds heads of their wards. For example the head of 

the brass smiths Ine, became the leader of that ward88.  

 It is significant to note that the pre-colonial trade made Esan the centre of socio-economic 

activities. Many traders came to trade in the major towns in Esan. Some decided to stay in order 

to be actively involved in the trade. As a consequent of this, more social economic amenities 



were built to accommodate the growing population89. This led to the expansion of the towns and 

they became more cosmopolitan. 

 The increase in population brought about problems of administration. More money was 

needed to maintain law and order. More soldiers were equally needed to suppress insurrections90. 

One could also say that the pre-colonial trade led to some form of political relationship between 

Esan and the areas traded with. Wealth was a sure source of political powers. The opportunity 

provided by this wealth dictated the relationship between Esan and other areas that were not 

advantageously placed. Besides, traders from Abor, Agbor, Ijaw, Ora and the Delta states wanted 

cordial relationship between the trading partners91.  

Another important political impact came from Esan trade with Benin kingdom in the 16th 

century. Their contact with the outside world had some favourable effects on the dignity of the 

Oba and several kings in Esan. It increased the areas foreign affairs and competence of the 

political functionaries. The frequent visits of foreign traders increase the significance of the 

Enigie and it enhanced the position of these rulers as they exercised the rights to introduce local 

traders to European trader. 

Another political impact of the external trade with the European through the Benin was 

that Esan became known to Europe. Thus in the sixteenth century when Benin began to appear in 

world maps, it neighbouring states, including Esan were also mentioned in maps prepared by 

these European cartographers92. 

The Atlantic slave led to political reforms in Esanland during the British commercial 

activities. Scholars have pointed out that as more slaves were needed, the existing traditional 

laws were given wider application. Minor offenders were no longer slightly treated. In most 

cases, offenders were bonded into slavery for money and other exchange commodities. War 

captives were automatically sold. This in turn, led to a class of wealthy courtiers among the Esan 

nobility. The nobles who had the means could buy more slaves locally for exchange of European 

products. 

Perhaps, the most important political impact of the Esan-Benin –European trade was their 

loss of independence to the British. The events leading to the fall of Benin and that of Esan 

incursion actually marked the era of a golden age in pre-colonial Esan which passed and paved 

the way for colonial imposition93. 



Moreover, the acquisition of guns and gun powder from Benin, in which the Esan rulers 

enjoyed some amount of monopoly, had immense political consequences. For example the 

Onojie of Uromi began to wield absolute powers because of the possession of these weapons. 

Additionally, Esan kings and some chiefs used these newly acquired weapons in suppressing 

constructive criticism which could have moved Esan economy forward and thus benefit from the 

Benin-European exploitation94. 

Social Impact: The social impacts of the pre-colonial trade on Esanland were many and 

various. At the village level, the holding of markets brought people together from different 

quarters. This led to social interaction which generated the exchange of ideas. Developments 

along trade routes were important in the pre-colonial trade system. For example, the Eke-Ekhen 

at Igueben one of the towns in Esan developed as a result of trade. Centres along the trade routes 

were designed to minimize the incidence of brigandage95. The social interaction between Esan 

and other ethnic groups in the kingdoms led to greater understanding of one another. For 

example, it was possible for inter-marriage to take place between the various ethnic groups 

because of this social interaction. Besides, the centrality of Esan land at the cross-roads of trade 

routes into the Agbor Afenmai, Ora, Igbirra, and Benin brought peoples of different ethnic 

origins to inhabit some major cities in Esanland96. This invariably led to an increased urban 

population. One general effect was that social problems began to pose a threat to the Esan 

authorities. Problems of accommodation, sanitation, security, and cost of herbal medicine 

became expensive97.  

 The presence of so many new-comers affected the custom of both the Esan and the new 

comers. The style of dressing charged. Some Esan began to imitate the Binis by using beads. The 

use of beads increased. Hitherto, only a few Esan chiefs wore beads. One should not forget too 

that the presence of the European also affected the type and style of dressing, marriage 

ceremonies, thinking and relations with other people.98 

 The pre-colonial trade also had an impact on the diet of the Esan. Although the old food 

items were not neglected, new ones were added. For example, starch, tapica, and garri formerly 

eaten by Urhobos were gradually introduced into Esan. On the other hand the Urhobos began to 

eat yams which were formerly mostly eaten by the Esan. The use of cutlery was copied from the 

European especially by Esan who had once visited Benin kingdom99.  



 The drive for slaves had the effect of depopulating areas where slaves were got, and 

helped to increased the population of the households of the captor or owner if they were retained. 

Obviously, it led to the separation of families. Some aged men and women who lost their 

children in the process tormented themselves to death. In the society, slaves and even their 

descendants were now regarded as inferior beings. They were not allowed to become title 

holders or hold positions of honour even after they had won their freedom. The relegation of the 

slaves and their descendants basically re-structed and stratified the society. 

Conflict 

 Inspite of the degree of cordial relationship that existed between Esan and her 

neighbours, there were periods of tension as a result  of the expanded and prospered trading and 

commercial activities in pre-colonial Esan economy before 1900. 

 Prior to the 19th century, military personnel were recruited on adhoc basis in pre-colonial 

Esan polity with the exception of the mega states. In other words, Esan did not command a 

standing army, able-bodied and brave men among the Igene, Igbama, age-grade, Otu were 

mobilized in war times. The metropolies, Egwaure and the villages, Igwule, usually contributed 

contingents of warriors’ ekakulo in emergency periods100.  

 However, there existed professional officers who were always on standby basis to 

command the militia at any point in time. In Esan kingdom the military was under the command 

of the Onojie until about the end of the 15th century when Agba n’ojie 1488-1504, the second 

Onojie of Uromi got killed while resisting Oba Ozolua in 1502 and his head taken to Benin101. 

As a result, Esan war chiefs/warriors started commanding Esan troops to battles and not the 

kings any more. Under the new arrangement, the Ezomo became the chief commander of the 

armed forces while Ologbosere as captain led the troops to battle fronts. According to Chief 

Osagie Otofore, to some extent, there were the Okakulo who led the warriors in wars, whenever 

any dispute arose between an Esan village and an external group, such dispute was usually 

regarded by the other Esan villages as concerning them. They in terms of war, all Esan saw the 

external foe as a common enemy and invoke standing war pact, akugbe for the purpose of 

defense102. 

 The war which featured in Esan traditions in this pre-colonial period of its history are the 

Irrua-Opoji 1844-1850 Ukhuodua-Ubiaja war, the Uzea war, 1502-1503,103 among others. Most 



of these wars were fought as a result of the struggle to control trade routes, payment of tolls, 

tasks, fixing of prices, capture of slaves and abduction of women for ransom. 

 The general effects of any war was amicable settlements which led in some cases  to non-

aggression pacts, trade pacts, defense pacts and other religions pacts, Okoven to prevent such 

wars or follow peaceful measures instead of war. Other effects of such wars were the neglect of 

production of goods and services as a result of fear and insecurity; banning of her people in the 

interest of their safety, from attending to their farms, markets and the boundaries of the warring 

nations. The immediate result of this was therefore famine. There was also considerable loss of 

human labour needed for economic and social development of the society104. Wars also led to a 

decline of the degree of long distance trade because it may expose traders travelling to various 

forms of maltreatment and kidnapping.  

 Furthermore, people were confined to their homes as soon as it was dusk for fear of 

enemy raids any time there was war. Therefore, socio-cultural contacts created through trade and 

commercial activities, such as inter-marriage, common traditional worship intra-communal 

festivals, common use of natural resources, common use of social amenities and other facilities 

of inter-group relations were disrupted by these wars. 

 However, within Esan, wars served to unite the whole clan. In the circumstance of an 

external threat, the people usually laid aside their internal differences, if any existed, and under 

went mobilization for common defense purposes105.   

Conclusion  

This paper has dealt with the impact of trade and commercial endeavours in pre-colonial Esan 

society, from earliest times up to 1900. In recapitulation, one could say that the pre-colonial trade 

and commercial activities started in a slender form. It progressed from trade by barter to the use 

of cowries and other commodity money and finally to the use of European coins during the 

colonial period. The items of trade-pepper, ivory, Esan cloth, palm oil and soap etc-responded to 

the law of demand and supply. This was explicable in the high demand for Esan oil which was 

highly valued in Benin kingdom and several other countries and Europe. Another item that 

obeyed this law was Esan pepper and ivory. The Esan farms and forests were the most important 

areas where abundant amount of pepper esin and elephants Anih abounded. The presence of 

Benin, Nupe, Hausa, Ijaw, Yoruba, Igbirra, Okene, Afenmai, and latter European traders 

increased the supply of these commodities. In reciprocation, many traders from different apart of 



the world began to flood the Esan markets. This development further encouraged and sustained 

series of commercial activities such as the provision of private security personnel, hotels, 

bankers, interpreters and several other discussed in this paper. There were conflicts with some of 

their neighbours as a result of the expanding Esan economy yet most of the conflicts were not 

prolonged wars that lasted for several years, instead, they were terminated as soon as one party 

threw in the towel and sued for peace or when elders, as third parties called for peace. And again, 

there was no evidence that Esan ever imposed a provincial ruler over any village or clan after 

any war which means cordiality returns without any enemity as soon as the conflict is over. 

According to Odionor Ebewele, “wars which were fought were not part of an imperial 

expansionist policy as experienced in Benin kingdom and some others of the centralized states of 

northern and Yoruba region”. 

 It should be borne in mind that the pre-colonial trade and commercial activities left a 

profound impact on Esan society. Though the pre-colonial era has passed and Nigeria has 

regained her independence, yet, it is significant to note that the pre-colonial era was indeed a 

Golden Age for Esanland. 
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