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Introduction

The Niger-Benue Confluence is an ethnic fron-
tier zone located in North Central part of Nigeria. The 
Niger-Benue confluence is inhabited by the Igala, Yoruba 
(Okun), and Ebira (Igbira), and smaller groups, such as 
the Nupe, Kakanda, Gwari and Bassa-Nge (Figure 1). 
Before the European colonization of the region in the late 
nineteenth century, the confluence was a complex social 
and cultural landscape, that involved trade, immigration, 
warfare, slavery, political domination, returning migra-
tion of slaves, and intermarriage, (Kriger 2006). Archae-
ological investigations focusing on the prehistory of the 
region have been conducted since the 1970s (Obayemi 
1980; Oyelaran 1998). The recovery of human remains 
in the excavation of Itaakpa rock shelter at Iffe-Ijumu on 
the west bank of the Niger-Benue confluence in the 1980s 
helped established the initial occupation of the area to the 
Late Stone Age, ca. 4th century B.C., and extending into 
the Iron Age  about 9th century C.E. (Oyelaran 1998). 

The research presented here was carried out in 
Idah, the principal town of the Igala and located on the 
east bank of the Niger River. Most of the Igala people live 
around Idah on the Niger and in Ankpa in the northeast. 
The two rivers, Niger and Benue, as well as other water-
ways, such as Ofu and Amara, inundated the Igala terri-
tory making it the most fertile area of the Niger-Benue 

confluence. This advantageous geographical location en-
abled the Igala to produce both forest and savanna crops, 
and to serve as middlemen in the exchange of the prod-
ucts from the forest and savanna. Oral-ethnohistoric and 
ethnographic data identify Igala as a major power in the 
region, with social, economic, and political influence in 
the Niger-Benue confluence. The strategic location of the 
Igala facilitated the evolution of a complex society from 
village polities to state society by providing opportunities 
for a wide range of contacts with other groups (Oguagha 
1988). Idah was the political capital of the Igala kingdom 
from at least the sixteenth century on and it was from Iga-
la that the king (Attah) ruled over his people. Today, Idah 
has become the spiritual home of the Igala. It is important 
to note how the Igala were organized and how they were 
related to other ethnic groups in the region. This research 
project combining oral-ethnohistory, archaeological sur-
vey, and excavation aims to examine local sociopolitical 
organization in the Niger-Benue confluence before the 
nineteenth century– a necessary step toward understand-
ing regional relations and Igala place in it. 

Figure 1: People of the Niger-Benue Confluence and 
their neighbors
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Fieldwork

  Our research work at Idah originally started in 
2011 with the investigation of a tumulus mound (Usman 
2014). The current report results from the 2013/14 test 
excavation of the Oketekakini mound in Idah. Despite 
modern development in the town evidence of past cultural 
material abound and are protected by local people. Im-
portant cultural features included tumuli, burial groves, 
refuse mounds, house mounds, shrines, and ancient craft 
production sites. Most of these materials have accumulat-
ed since the beginning of Idah occupation and have taken 
on sacred or religious meaning for the town. Prior to our 
research work in 2011, there were three previous archaeo-
logical investigations in the town: Steve Daniels’s exca-
vation of Ojuwo Atogwu in 1966; Alex Okpoko’s excava-
tion at Okete Kakini in 1980 (Okpoko 1982); and James 
Ameje’s excavation of the Agbenema iron smelting site at 
Abejukolo in 1990 (Ameje 1991). Steve Daniels did not 
publish his finding himself and the only data referring to 
the site is the chronometric information made available by 
other scholars (e.g., Boston 1968, 1969; Oguagha 1988; 
Shaw 1967). Alex Okpoko’s excavation at Oketekakini 
aimed to understandthe historical connection between 
Oketekakini and two sites in Igboland – Ogurugu and 
Aguleri (Okpoko 1982).

Refuse Mound

The Oketekakini is a large active refuse mound 
situated behind the Attah’s palace wall. The site lies on 
latitude 70 6ˊ 33ʺ N and longitude 60 44ˊ 39ʺ E on the 
northern side of the palace of the Attah of Igalaland (Fig-
ure 2) and the mound is considered to be as old as the 
Idah settlement itself. According to oral tradition, both the 
Okete and the palace areas were the ‘original’ Idah from 
where the population later spread. Different accounts ex-
ist that refer to the site. One oral tradition, for example, 
described the site as the place where an Igala royal elite 
and warrior mysteriously disappeared. Elaborating fur-
ther on this tradition, Okpoko (1982) states that:

Onoja Oboni [a prince from Idah], and his fol-
lowers tried to build a ladder to the heavens at Oketeka-
kini in an attempt to fight the people above. But in the 
process the ladder broke into pieces and his followers fell 
and died. Onoja was the only survivor. Undaunted by this 
act Onoja planned to fight the people under the earth. He, 
and another set of followers, dug a tunnel at Oketekakini, 
entered it and appeared at Ogurugu. From there, Onoja 
and his followers began their military exploits which took 
them to Igbo hinterland.

Another tradition suggests that the site was as-

Figure 2: Area view of Idah showing the Attah’s palace and Oketekakini site (modified from google map 2016)
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sociation with Amonoji-Attah – the Attah’s eunuchs. It 
is claimed that the Attah’s Eunuchs, who had important 
functions, including in administration, lived at Oketeka-
kini and probably contributed to the refuse dump in the 
area. They were influential palace officials with their 
own residence around the palace where they guarded 
the king’s children and nursing wives (Akintoye 2010), 
mobilizing the people to build and repair houses, palace 
walls, performing rituals for Attah, carrying messages to 
the districts and collecting tributes for the king. In today’s 
Attah’s palace, a concrete wall separates the palace from 
the surrounding Okete neighborhood. 

The Oketekakini mound is important for archae-
ological investigation for a number of reasons. First, it 
is one of the refuse mounds associated with the earliest 
settlement in Idah, and its excavation will enhance the 
chances of recovery of datable archaeological materials 
and a better understanding of their contexts. Secondly, as 
claimed in the oral tradition, there seems to be an asso-
ciation between this mound and the palace at Idah. Since 
this research project focuses on the material indicators 
of sociopolitical organization of Igala, the excavation of 
Oketekakini mound would provide an insight into vari-
ability in the archaeological remains relating to the politi-

cal institution and its officials.

Survey and Excavation

 In Idah, most of the cultural relics of the past are 
located within the high settlement area. As a result, hu-
man surface disturbances of sites are highly expected. 
Construction of roads, digging of soil, cistern for water, 
construction of pit latrines, and uncontrolled dumping of 
trash affected not only the condition of cultural materi-
als but our ability to effectively determine the extent of 
the cultural deposit. The active use of Oketekakini site 
as refuse dump poses further challenges to our work. Re-
cent trash, animal and human wastes that littered the site 
made our work very difficult at times. In addition, the 
overgrown vegetation at the site created obstruction and 
impaired surface visibility. After partial removal of veg-
etation, we proceeded to examine the site by walk-overs. 
All cultural features were recorded and mapped, along 
with modern features and site boundaries. The northern 
end of the mound is bordered by the Oketekakini resi-
dential compound, while the southwest end is toward the 
Attah palace wall. The total area size of the Oketekakini 
mound was 1913.8 sq. m (20,599 sq. ft.). 

Figure 3: 2x2 m Excavation unit at 3.4 m sterile level
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A test unit of 2x2 m was excavated within the 
midden mound at the northwestern corner of the site. An 
arbitrary level of 10 cm to a context was adopted, although 
sometimes we resorted to 20 cm arbitrary spit level. The 
first 60cm excavation levels were disregarded for fear of 
most recent materials. This was expected since we were 
dealing with an active refuse mound. From the topsoil up 
to 60 cm we found very loose humus soil mixed with re-
cent trash such as water sachets, cellophane bags, women 
synthetic weaving hair threads, cloths, leather/plastic ma-
terials, bottles, glass, and a host of other junks. All these 
were excavated and thrown away without sieving. Below 
60 cm, there was a reduction in recent trash materials and 
a gradual appearance of older materials. Pottery, charcoals 
and bones began to appear and from this point on the crew 
started sieving the excavated soil and collecting artifacts. 
Modern trash did not appear after 80 cm excavation, and 
older materials such as pottery, charcoal and bones be-
came frequent. The soil color and texture was dark grey-
ish and a mixed texture of loose, ash belt, and some lat-

eritic concretions. A large laterite concretion appeared on 
the eastern wall of the pit at about 2 m depth. It appears 
that a pit had been dug here at some point, probably to 
obtain building clay. Having ensured this was a natural 
formation we isolated the small area and concentrated the 
excavation on other parts of the unit with cultural depos-
its. Excavation continued until we reached sterile soil at 
3.4 m depth (Figure 3).

Description of Finds

Apart from the recent or everyday use materials 
found in the upper sequence, the excavation has yielded 
artifacts relevant to the goals of the research, including 
pottery, smoking pipes, coins, beads, faunal remains, 
glass, metal pieces, iron slag, spindle whorls, glazed 
wares, and cowry shells (Table 1) and charcoal. Gener-
ally, pottery and animal bones were strongly represented 
throughout the cultural levels and remain the commonest 
finds in the excavation. Beside the basic pottery classifi-

Figure 4: Some decorated pottery from Oketekakiini
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Table 1: Excavated non-pottery artifact distribution from Oketekakini

Table 1

Levels:

Artifact Types:

5/6 7 8 9/10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Total

Bones p p p p p p p p p p p p p P**
Cowries 2 4 3 1 5 5 2 4 1 1 1 29
Smoking pipes 2 1 14 2 5 4 10 12 50
Iron slag 3 2 6 1 12
Glazed wares 2 1 1 4
Beads 1 4 2 5 12
Grinding stone 1 1 1 3
Iron stone 1 1 6 8

Levels:

Artifact Types:

20 21 22 23/

24

25 26/

27

28 29 30 31 32 33 Total

Bones p p p p p p p p p p p p p
Cowries 2 2 1 2 1 1 3 12
Smoking pipes 20 10 9 3 10 7 8 8 9 5 89
Beads 1 2 2 1 4 7 17
Grinding stone 1 1 2 4
Iron stone 2 1 7 10

Note:

Levels 1-4: recent trash. Materials were not collected.

** P= present

Other artifacts found but not shown in Table (very few in proportion, less than 2 in total): metal pieces,

glass, glazed cock head, coin, spindle whorl, Iron finger ring, bronze bangle, fired clay)

Level- 32 (bones present, 6 smoking pipes – fragments); Level -33 (bones present, 5 smoking pipes – fragments)



NYAME AKUMA No 86. December 2016

76

cation work, such as decoration types and vessel forms, 
no other ceramic analysis has been carried out. From a 
preliminary examination of the pottery decoration types, 
they include twisted string or frond roulette, multiple or 
combined decorated sherds (particularly twisted string 
roulette combined with groove), black burnished pottery, 
grooved, incision, punctation, applied decoration, and 
other motifs. In addition, combined decoration types (e.g., 
wavy incision/grooves, twisted string roulette/grooves) 
were applied to some rim lips, the inner and outer parts of 
rims, bodies and necks (Figure 4). 

Clay smoking pipes, both European and locally 
manufactured, were recovered from the excavation. Due 
to their fragile nature, they were frequently broken in 
pieces and discarded by the original owners. None of the 
pipes were complete, but we recovered 16 near-complete 

smoking pipes (i.e., with full bowls or bowls with part 
of the stem attached), 70 bowl fragments, 39 stem frag-
ments, 8 base fragments, 4 bowl/base fragments, and 2 
bowl/stem fragments. Of the 16 near-complete pipes, two 
were of European origin while the remaining 14 were 
probably of local manufacture.  The imported European 
pipes occurred in levels 6 and 9. One of the pipes is made 
of white clay or kaolin and about 5cm long with rim di-
ameter of 2.2 cm. The pipe has groove design and a spur 
surmounted by 2 floral designs on the top and below the 
bowl. The second European smoking pipe, from level 9, 
is light-brownish with broken stem. The pipe is about 4 
cm long with a rim diameter of 2.5 cm. There is a design 
of a bird with outstretch wings below the bowl. It is not 
clear whether this may be a coat of arms or a decoration, 
and its origin is not clear either. It has been suggested that 
colored clay pipes are relatively rare and generally con-

Figure 5: Imported pipes: White and brown clay smoking pipes
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fined to the 19th century (Walker 1975:166) (Fig. 5). The 
most common pipes were the locally- manufactured type 
found throughout the excavation levels, although mostly 
in the middle and lower levels (levels 13-32). The local 
pipes are in different form or shape (globular, mortal, 
and dome) and carry different decorations with single or 
combined motifs (e.g., hatching and groove, punctation 
and groove, groove, rug design, triangle punctation and 
groove).

The excavation yielded more than 30 beads. Most 
were compound drawn beads, a type called segi among 
the Yoruba. Some of the beads were solid red or blue, 
while others have spiraling compound blue, red, and yel-
low stripes on the surface (Figure 6). Oral traditions have 
suggested the production of beads in Idah in the past. 
Also, glass beads productions have been found among the 

Yoruba as well as the Nupe, two historical neighbors of 
the Igala. Charcoal samples were collected from level 7 to 
level 32. Three samples (levels 11, 16, and 22) have pro-
vided the following dates: 180 ± 30 (Beta 376588), 430 
± 30 (Beta 376587), and 600 ± 30 (Beta 376586). These 
dates place the age of the Oketekakini site between the 
thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries, with continuous 
occupation to the late nineteenth century, attested by the 
European smoking pipes, glazed wares, and some of the 
excavated beads.

Discussion and Conclusion

 Generally, the distribution patterns of cultural 
materials at Oketekakini suggest two cultural units: most 
probably a period without European and period with 
European artifacts. The test excavation has revealed the 

Figure 6: Some compound drawn beads from the excavation
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nature of the Igala material culture. Although we can-
not reach any final conclusion due to limited excavation 
work, suggestions of interpretation are still possible. The 
chronometric dating has provided clues to the occupation 
of Idah. Using these dates and those obtained from pre-
vious field work in Idah, particularly at Ojuwo Atogwu 
tumulus (Shaw 1967; Usman 2014), we can suggest that 
Idah had been occupied by the fourteenth century, if not 
earlier. By the sixteenth century, the Igala people at Idah 
had probably developed from a ‘mini-state’ in which po-
litical power and territorial administration were placed in 
the hands of nine non-royal lineage known as Igala Mela 
(Oguagha 1988), into a kingdom under a single ruler 
known by the title Attah.  

The study of archaeological ceramic can provide 
a useful tool for examining political systems and eco-
nomic centralization. The test excavation at Oketekakini 
produced more than 2000 potsherds. Pottery has the po-
tential to convey Igala ideology, but we need both stylistic 
and compositional analyses to determine how goods and 
ideas may have moved across the landscape. Trade with 
Europeans or access to European goods through traders 
trading along the Niger River is suggested by the presence 
of glass bottles, imported smoking pipes, glazed wares, 
and beads in the excavation. Smoking pipes and tobacco 
were introduced to West Africa from Europe from about 
1600 AD (Ozanne 1962, 1969). Most probably, the local 
inhabitants of Idah played the role of middlemen, and be-
came agents through whom some of these imported items 
reached the hinterland. Calvocoressi (1975) cites docu-
ment describing 19th century European trading activities 
in different parts of Nigeria in which smoking pipes were 
mentioned or used as articles of trade. British smoking 
pipes recovered from archaeological contexts in Nigeria 
(Isoya [Eluyemi 1975] and Shaki [Calvocoressi 1975]) 
date to the 19th century. Idah is situated near the Niger-
River and the Igala Attah collected a trade tax from the 
merchants plying the markets along the banks of the Ni-
ger. The three principal markets in the lower Niger (Ikiri, 
Idah, and Adamugu) were controlled by the Igala (Gebau-
er 1972; Oguagha 1988). 

We will make some suggestions on the socio-
political implication of the excavated finds, particularly 
tobacco pipes and beads. Tobacco pipes can be used to 
interpret personal politics, socio-economic status, social 
affiliation, and other attributes of the individuals that 

owned them (Pfeiffer 1982). The local elders interviewed 
claimed that Oketekakini was a ‘meeting place,’ the place 
‘where our ancient people lived.’ It was also described as 
a center of social activities associated with events around 
the palace; a place where people gravitated to the king, 
rejoice, drink, eat, and probably with a relaxing smoke, 
using smoking pipes. The evidence of smoking pipes at 
Oketekakini probably reinforces the presence of domi-
nant elites in the society. Such elites may include pal-
ace officials who resided in the area. Beads are object 
of adornment, used by both men and women, for social, 
religious, and political functions. It is important to note 
that the use of beads as a mark of status and respect is 
important in Igala kingship, a tradition that started long 
ago. In Igala traditional political institutions, to be rec-
ognized one must pass through formal bestowal where 
the individual will be publicly honored and beaded. The 
beading involve presentation of items of insignia of office 
such as oka (beads), okwu (neck-let), robe (olawoni), red-
cap (olumada), and otihi (flywhisk). The okwu and oka 
are important objects of royalty that are usually worn on 
the wrist and neck respectively by traditional rulers and 
chiefs in Igalaland. However, the excavated beads have 
not been analyzed to determine their source and relation-
ship to the precolonial Igala political institution and the 
modern-day parallels. 

We need more data to get a better sense of the 
Igala sociopolitical organization and regional interaction. 
Our research in Idah will continue in the spring of 2017 
with plans to investigate more areas of the Oketekakini 
mound and some nearby sites. 
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