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Introduction and Background

 Sungbo’s Eredo is Africa’s largest single an-
cient monument and it is located among the Ijebus 
of the rainforest region of southwestern Nigeria. 
Among the Ijebus Eredo means earthwork, embank-
ment, ditch or trough, therefore, Sungbo’s Eredo lit-
erally means Sungbo’s earthwork. This earthwork is 
a system of walls and ditches that surround the whole 
of Ijebuland of Ogun State southwest Nigeria. It runs 
for about 160km starting from Oke-Eri through to 
Epe, Odogbolu, Ijebu-Ode thereby enclosing many 
other villages within the Ijebu-east, Ijebu-Ode Local 
Government areas and even passes through part of 
Lagos State and then back to Oke-Eri (Darling 1997; 
Sonubi 2005).  

 The Sungbo’s Eredo encloses an area of 25 
miles (40km) north to south and 22 miles (35km) 
east to west (Lloyd 1959) the boundary of a sizeable 

political entity with ditches reaching a maximum re-
corded depth of 20m in some spots and very shal-
low depths (e.g., 5m) in others.  The Ijebus constitute 
one of the 21 sub-ethnic groups of the Yorubas of 
southwestern Nigeria and they live within the edifice 
called Sungbo’s Eredo. The size of the monument 
indicates a sophisticated political community. Origi-
nally, this monument was a defensive structure for an 
advanced society that held political hegemony in the 
region. To this day, the associated history of this an-
cient monument creates an enviable cultural identity 
for the Ijebu sub-group.

 Sungbo’s Eredo is located in the rainforest so 
in furtherance of the background for this paper, it is 
necessary to describe the rainforest. The rainforest 
has low altitude vegetation generally characterised 
by a wide variety of diverse plant species and closed 
canopies that have very tall trees ranging between 
5m to more than 30m in height. These trees have 
broad leaves and there is very little undergrowth and 
few grasses. Also, within the rainforest region of 
southwestern Nigeria, temperature and moisture are 
high with low seasonality and it receives ca. 2500 
to 3000mm of rain per annum. Rainfall occurs all 
year round with stable temperatures ranging between 
250C and 270C (Vansina 1990).  From the forego-
ing description of the rainforest, it can be inferred 
that it was a hostile and insect-infested region with 
soils that were harsh and infertile and was therefore 
uninhabitable for food producers because sustainable 
agriculture would have been impossible. Therefore 
the large socio-political complex as claimed could 
only have been constructed after the arrival of the 
Europeans. 

 There is an old thesis, simply described as 
the ‘big bang’ theory, best articulated by Ivor Wilks 
(1993), which claims that before the opening and 
integration of forested West Africa into the Atlantic 
trade, the forest dwellers of Ghana were hunters and 
gatherers. This thesis has however been convincing-
ly disproved by archaeological findings of scholars 
including Shinnie (1997), Chouin (2009) and Chouin 
and DeCorse (2010), to mention just a few over the 
last 15 years. Furthermore, the works of these schol-
ars among others have opened the door to a new in-



NYAME AKUMA No. 83 JUNE 2015

71

terpretation of the pre-Atlantic history of the Gulf 
of Guinea, and provide a framework for a different 
understanding of the history of forested West Africa. 
It is with this backdrop that the following paper uses 
data to contribute to the on-going discourse by fur-
ther disproving the old thesis of an Atlantic develop-
ment of the rainforest region only after the 14th /15th 

century commencement of the Atlantic slave trade.

Pre-Atlantic Sungbo’s Eredo

 Dates obtained for the earthwork show that it 
had its roots in the pre-Atlantic era and would defi-
nitely have played a very significant role in the life 
of the Ijebu people. The earthwork meant a number 
of things to the Ijebus as national heritage, a unifying 
wall, a memorial monument and as a defensive wall. 
But most importantly, the dates are proof that there 
was a formally established large social polity within 
the rainforest region before the emergence of the At-
lantic trade. 

National Boundary 

 According to the old theory of Goody (1971) 
and Wilks (1993), the transformation of the for-
est into farmland followed only after the advent of 
the Atlantic trade starting from the late 15th century. 
However, data from the reinterpretation of archaeo-
logical work done on Sungbo’s Eredo firstly in the 
1990s by Darling (1997), and new data with radio-
carbon dates from work done in 2009-2012 by the 
present author, all suggest that a socio-political order 
blossomed before the Atlantic trade. The most sig-
nificant factor of the dates of this earthwork is that it 
supports Chouin’s (2009) conclusion that there was a 
sedentary agrarian society well adapted to the forest 
environment before the opening of the Atlantic trade.  

 Excavations were carried out at two locations:  
one on the Eredo and one in the sacred groove within 
the Eredo. The following dates have been obtained. 
The first sets of dates come from samples from char-
coal particles collected from a refuse dump within 
the sacred grove at levels of 230-240cm and 210-

220cm below surface. These dates are respectively 
227 ± 49 yrs BP and 144 ± 38 yrs BP, and provide 
an estimated time of site occupation as belonging to 
a period within the last quarter of the 17th century, a 
period within the slave trade era. These dates support 
the interpretation of continuity in settlement during 
the Atlantic era, and are consistent with materials 
recovered in excavations that infer strong internal 
and external trade. The second sets of dates were ob-
tained from the embankment and the dates are as fol-
lows: 730 ± 30 BP that is and 4040 ±30 BP.

 In summary, the above dates indicate a pre-
Atlantic trade construction period for the earthwork 
and the 4040 ± 30 yrs BP date speaks to the pres-
ence of enduring human occupation of the area as 
has been found in other areas of Yorubaland in previ-
ous studies.  The scale of the earthwork as a human 
endeavour further supports the interpretation of the 
existence of a large-scale complex society within the 
rainforest region at that time. 

 The evidence from Sungbo’s Eredo is an 
agreement with the interpretation of Ogundiran, 
(2003) who posits that there were well-organised 
states formed in the rainforest region some 500 
years earlier than had previously been thought. Also, 
Ogundiran (2005) and Chouin (2012) agree that the 
Atlantic trade, which was of trans-continental pro-
portions, played a crucial role in the structures and 
trajectories of several complex societies that devel-
oped in West Africa after the 8th century AD. 

Unifying Wall

 The people’s oral history indicates that Sung-
bo’s Eredo had been a means of unifying an area of 
diverse communities into a single kingdom. This em-
bankment actually surrounds a number of communi-
ties that were said to be products of the dispersal and 
eventual settlement of 16 advisors. These advisors 
are said to have arrived from the east with the sup-
posed builder of the embankment, Bilikisu Sungbo, 
after her disagreement with her people to settle in the 
area. These advisors were the Agemos who spread-
out to look for their leader after she had disappeared 
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mysteriously only to reappear at Oke-Eki, a commu-
nity near the starting point of the embankment. How-
ever, after searching for their leader to no avail, it 
was said that her advisors dispersed to various places 
to establish watch posts to continue looking for her. 
These posts make up the Ijebu kingdom.

 The earthwork encloses these major commu-
nities: Oke-Eri (its starting point), Ogbogbo, Iworo, 
Alemafo, Ikija, Itele, Eredo, Ijebu-Ode, Epe, Ibefun, 
Odogbolu, Ijesa-Ijebu, Ago-Iwoye, Awa and Oru 
then it rejoins at the starting point Oke-Eri (Sonubi 
2005).
       
       
Defence Wall 

 From the present author’s study of oral his-
tory and written documents (Ije Prof/1/2120/17) 
(1940), Sungbo’s Eredo is viewed as a protective 
edifice that kept the people safe from outside raids 
and elephants. The Acting Resident officer of Ijebu 
province spoke of the embankment as “excellent ex-
amples of town walls or rather wide and deep trench-
es constructed in ancient wars to prevent attack from 
raiders”, a point that supports its defensive role.

 Considering the size of the earthwork of to-
day and the considerable depth of its ditches in some 
places, the Acting Resident Officer’s dismissive de-
scription of the monument as just ‘wide and deep 
trenches’ is incorrect.  The monument is a spectacu-
lar feature etched on the landscape and indicative of 
the nature of the builders as a group of well-organ-
ised people.

National Heritage

 The size of the Eredo points to the people that 
built it as having a clear vision, unparalleled courage 
and great industrial acumen. According to oral his-
tory the project was a national project that was un-
dertaken by a leader who commanded great respect 
from the people so much so that he/she was able to 
motivate, mobilise, control and coordinate a large 
enough labour force and the technology to construct 

this edifice. 

 The earthwork is close to a perfect circle 
around Ijebu-Ode and this was a great feat consider-
ing the fact that the builders would have had only the 
simplest tools available to construct the moat. This 
accomplishment further corroborates the industrial 
acumen of the Ijebu people.

 It is a heritage that unites all the Ijebu people 
living across Lagos and Ogun states and goes on to 
suggest a sophisticated political community long en-
trenched within the rainforest region of southwestern 
Nigeria. It is a cultural monument triggering people’s 
social memory thereby creating a strong cultural 
identity for the Ijebu sub-group. 

 The Sungbo’s Eredo further supports the 
claim of the Ijebu people as having come from the 
east to settle in their present location. This is sustained 
by the fact that they claim that the so called Bilikisu 
Sungbo, the purported builder of the earthwork, was 
the same person as the Queen of Sheba mentioned in 
the Bible and the Q’uran. The Ijebu people identify 
with Bilikisu Sungbo ‘the queen of Sheba’ for whom 
they have deep feelings and respect.

Memorial Monument 

 Local legends link the construction of the 
Eredo to a wealthy childless widow named Bilikisu 
Sungbo. According to them, she ordered the monu-
ment to be built as a personal memorial. The same 
is claimed in the oral history of many of the people 
to be unequivocally the mythical “Queen of Sheba”, 
who is mentioned in the Bible or Queen Bilquis in 
the Q’uran (Olugbosi personal communication, 
2009). The “Queen of Sheba”, (Bilikisu Sungbo), 
was a queen the people of Ijebuland claimed to have 
lived ten centuries ago. However, whoever this Bi-
likisu Sungbo was, she clearly wielded great influ-
ence among her subjects to have warranted the com-
plex structure (Sungbo’s Eredo) to be named after 
her. 



NYAME AKUMA No. 83 JUNE 2015

73

Atlantic Sungbo’s Eredo

 The Eredo also played a significant strategic 
role for the Ijebu people who were located geograph-
ically between the coastal and Yoruba hinterlands 
during the Atlantic era. Basically, the Eredo was a 
means of perpetuating their middle-agent position in 
the inter/intra trade between the hinterland and the 
coastal areas as the region became one of the new 
epicentres of commerce that linked the hinterlands 
to the coastal market.  Sungbo’s Eredo was said to 
have kept the area safe from intruders so much so 
that strangers could not enter the enclave.

 Oral and written history has shown that the 
Ijebu people were known to be farmers, blacksmiths 
and very good traders, who traded in agricultural, 
farm and household implements and other com-
modities. The Ijebus also had a long history of gold 
and ivory trade. According to scholars (e.g., Sofela 
2000), the Ijebus made a lot of iron implements for 
households, farms and weaponry. They were also 
known to have been involved in the production of 
gunpowder with the coming of the Europeans as this 
product became a market commodity. The gunpow-
der was produced from a tree known as Aga. 

 Among the archaeological materials recov-
ered from the refuse dump excavation within the sa-
cred grove and dated to the Atlantic trade era were 
iron objects, iron slag, shells of aquatic animals, ani-
mal bones, and most significantly evidence of cross-
cultural interactions such as plastic objects which 
were definitely European introduced materials and 
potsherds which showed evidence of interaction with 
the Oyo people. These potsherds carried decorations, 
which were specifically referred to as the ‘Old Oyo 
ceramics complex” and were found within the Ijebu 
pottery assemblage.

 These materials are used here to infer the 
presence of a very strong internal/domestic trade 
network, which played an important role in the evo-
lution of the socio-spatial complexities in the region 
during the Atlantic trade.  Due to their vast experi-
ence in long distance trade, the Ijebus were able to 
take advantage of the new economic opportunities 

created by the European/African exchange that was 
developing along the coastal area.

 The Ijebu controlled and mediated the trade 
between the Yoruba interior (hinterlands) and the At-
lantic (Europeans), and thereby prohibited foreign-
ers from traversing their territory. This important 
position in the trade routes between the hinterland 
and the coastal trade zone made Ijebuland a power-
ful state by the 18th and 19th centuries.  By imposing 
sharp limits on trade and by insisting that all trade 
through the region had to be conducted by Ijebu mer-
chants, the Ijebu became wealthy. To this extent, the 
Ijebu people controlled the coastal zone of slave traf-
ficking so that they bought slaves in exchange for 
cowries, textiles and after 1820 for firearms (Ojo 
2008).

Income Earner

 In addition to perpetuating and securing the 
middle agent position of Ijebuland in the trade, the 
Eredo helped to expand the income of the people by 
ensuring and facilitating toll payments at its gates. 
Toll points (odi) were a phenomenon not peculiar to 
the Ijebus but existed in every town within Yoruba-
land.  However, in the case of the Ijebus, the Eredo 
made exercising these sanction easier. The Ijebus 
forced traders from outside the Eredo to pay each 
time that they passed through a gate, even if no trans-
actions took place. This extortion was stopped only 
by the invasion of the British in 1892.

Natural Reservoir

 Sungbo’s Eredo is said to have been built by 
the indigenes of the Ijebu kingdom under the super-
vision of the “Queen of Sheba”, and is an archaeo-
logical site with huge tourism potential. The enclave 
boasts a wide variety of animals and plants, which 
despite the human factor (exploitation for food and 
commerce) are still appreciable in quantity and va-
riety. There are many plants (over 99 species were 
identified), which should be preserved for scientific, 
curative and preservative purposes. The animals that 
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range from big (various mammals and some reptiles) 
to small (avian, amphibians) allow for enjoyable na-
ture viewing. It is noteworthy that some of the ani-
mals have gone extinct or migrated completely from 
the area so that there is an urgent need for the preser-
vation of what remains.

Conclusion

 The edifice called Sungbo’s Eredo supports 
the interpretation that a sophisticated political com-
munity constructed a defensive structure. New data 
and radiocarbon dates from Sungbo’s Eredo earth-
works, suggests that a socio-political order blos-
somed before the Atlantic trade, overthrowing Wilks 
(1993) previous thesis. The Eredo is an example of 
an enduring legacy.  The new dates reported here, 
and those of Darling (1997), indicate that the origin 
of the earthwork was pre-Atlantic. This pushes back 
our understanding of the timing for state formation in 
the African rainforest by half a millennium or more. 
It has also opens up a new pathway to the re-apprais-
al of West African historiography.
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