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Abstract 
Niger Delta, and the Eastern Niger Delta in particular, reputedly played 

significant role in the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. Although the key players in this 

trade were the Europeans, coastal city-states and the Igbo hinterland traders, the 

trading between the coastal chiefs and the hinterland traders took place in 

Ikwerreland and the adjoining communities. The second mainland trading route 

from the coast to the Igbo hinterland passed through Ikwerreland. And the major 

coastal markets where goods were exchanged by barter and later for money were 

on the Ikwerre waterfronts. This strategic position enabled the Ikwerre to establish 

contacts with both the coastal and the hinterland traders all through the period the 

Atlantic trade lasted. These contacts resulted to the establishment of socio-cultural 

ties between the Ikwerre and the traders, especially the Kalabari and the Okrika. 

The study revealed that the Kalabari had more profound ties with the Ikwerre, not 

only that they were very prominent in the Atlantic trade but also the Kalabari city-

state, like the Ikwerre, were strategically located on the New Calabar and the 

Sombreiro Rivers, two very important rivers in the trade. These two rivers which 

traversed Ikwerreland made the Ikwerre contact with the Kalabari much easier 

than the Okrika. The paper adopts the historical methodology using primary and 

secondary sources to gather data. The aim of the paper is to examine and 

document the intergroup relations of the Ikwerre and Eastern Niger Delta city-

states of the Kalabari and the Okrika.   
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Introduction  

The Ikwerre are uniquely as well strategically located, geographically speaking, very close 

to the coast. As a matter of fact, the New Calabar and the Sombreiro Rivers, two important 

rivers in the Atlantic trade, have network of tributaries cutting through most Ikwerre 

communities in the three Local Government Areas of Emohua, Obio/Akpor and Port 

Harcourt. Even Ikwerre Local Government Area, that is considered non-riverine, or far 

from the coast, has the New Calabar River running through Ogbodo-Isiokpo. Most of these 

communities by the coast had markets where the delta and the hinterland traders met 

regularly to buy and sell their wares. This location made it possible for the Ikwerre to 

naturally play host to the Eastern Niger Delta traders on one hand, and the Igbo hinterland 

traders, and others, such as the Hausa-Fulani from the North, on the other. The 

intermingling of the Ikwerre and the coastal traders through these rivers gave impetus to 

socio-cultural ties between them. In addition, all the Eastern Niger Delta city-states that 

participated actively in the commercial activities with the Europeans and the hinterland 

people during the period, the Kalabari had the most profound socio-cultural ties with the 

Ikwerre, as they were directly under the Kalabari area of commercial influence.  It is 

important to note that the Kalabari had unchallenged control over the trading activities 

within Ikwerreland. Moreover, attempts to break that monopoly of trade in Ikwerreland 

by other traders from sister city-states, were vehemently resisted by the Kalabari and their 

allies. Although, during this period the Okrika also established socio-cultural ties with the 

Ikwerre, it was not as profound as that with the Kalabari. This explains the reason the 

paper has given attention to the Kalabari relations with the Ikwerre than the Okrika. 

 

An Overview of intergroup contacts in the Niger Delta 

The people of the Niger Delta region have had a long history of common historical 

experience and a “region of intense economic activity long before the colonial period” 

(Ogbogbo, 2006, p.552) that K.O. Dike (cited in Ogbogbo, 2006) had to describe the region 

as the Venice of West Africa because of the numerous trade routes that crisscrossed their 

waterways. According to the author, by the 15th century when the Europeans first had 

contact with the region, there was undeniable evidence of the existence of a rich trade 

relationship between the people of Niger Delta themselves and their neighbours, and 

which trade links aided the European trading activities with the coastal people. Also, 

Ejituwu has noted that by the time the Portuguese arrived in the Delta, the local people 

already had an organized system of trade with the hinterland people (2002, p.277). The 

only thing new to Delta and hinterland people was the new trades introduced by the 

Europeans from the 15th century to the 19th century.  
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Sokari-George (2006, pp.262-263) contended that by the mid 15th century, the Eastern Niger 

Delta had become ‘a cynosure of eyes’ to the whole world, especially the European 

imperialist merchants, whose desire was to exploit the people of the region and their rich 

resources.  

 

The Atlantic slave trade in the Niger Delta was preceded by the Portuguese trading activity 

in the late 15th century with the region at Rio Real, the combined estuary of the New 

Calabar (Elem Kalabari) and Bonny Rivers. In order to meet the growing demand for slaves 

by the Portuguese traders, the people of the Niger Delta had to encourage the hinterland 

people by establishing trade links with them (Bristol-Alagbariya and Okowa, 2013, p.88). 

According to Bristol-Alagbariya and Okowa, the hinterland slave markets were linked to 

the Atlantic slave trade routes in the coastal states, where slaves were sold to European 

slave merchants. The coastal trading states prominent in the trade were Bonny, Elem 

Kalabari, Okrika and Nembe. The routes from Bonny passed through Kala-Oko and Opu-

Oko in Ogoniland to Igbo hinterland areas of Amaigbo and Nkwerre, Ohambele, 

Umuagbai, and Akwete in Ndoki. The other mainland routes from the New Calabar 

trading state to Igbo hinterland areas of Awka and Owerri passed through the 

Ikwerreland, such as Choba, Emohua, Ibaa, Isiokpo, Ogbakiri and Ndele, as well as 

Ekpeyeland, Ogbaland, inclucive of Kreigani and Abua (Derefaka cited in Bristol-

Alagbariya and Okowa, 2013, p.89; Ejituwu, 2002, P.278). Ironically, the significant role the 

Ikwerre played in the trade relationships between the people of the Niger Delta city-states, 

the Europeans and the hinterland has not been given much attention by scholars of the 

Niger Delta region. Even Sokari-George has observed that much attention has been 

focused on the Kalabari (New Calabar) and other Ijaw city-states, with less attention on 

the significant roles played by other groups within the region. 

 

To Sokari-George (2006, pp.558-560), the period between 1850 and 1950 was very 

significant to the Eastern Niger Delta and their neighbours, in the sense that it was a period 

the legitimate trade in palm oil and kernel was introduced with the abolition of trade in 

human cargoes. The trade to a large extent profoundly affected their socio-political life. 

Ogbogbo has argued that the need for oil markets in the interior “meant the intensification 

of relationship with their neighbours from whom they received most of their supplies”. 

According to Ejituwu, co-operation was an essential element of the trade (2002, p.280). 

However, the middleman position, which their kings and chiefs hitherto enjoyed, was to 

suffer serious death blow due to the free trade policy of the European imperialism. The 

policy gave the European merchants the impetus to have unimpeded access to the 

hinterland. 
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Similarly, Derefaka and Orugbani (2009, p.510) revealed that palm oil, unlike the trade in 

slaves, was produced by a good number of small scale producers, and collection and 

transportation to the coast required several months of residence in the hinterland during 

the buying season. And it was for this reason that the coastal traders appointed agents in 

the hinterland to help facilitate the business. 

 

It is imperative to note that the much talked about prosperity of the kings and chiefs of the 

Niger Delta city states depended to a large extent not only on their control of the trade 

with the hinterland (Oluwatoyin, 2008, p.1109), but mainly the co-operation of the Ikwerre 

and others in whose territories the coastal markets and network of trade routes were 

established. According to Oluwatoyin, the livelihood of the coastal people mainly 

depended on this trade relationship the hinterland, inclusive of the Ikwerre.  

 

The significant role the Niger Delta played in the slave trade and the legitimate trade in 

palm oil and kernel with the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 (Bristol-Alagbariya and 

Okowa, 2013, pp.89-90) has been noted without an ounce of controversy. It is argued in 

this paper that this feat could not have been achieved without the magnanimous 

dispositions of the Ikwerre towns of Choba, Emohua, Ibaa, Isiokpo, Ogbakiri, Ndele, 

Odegnu communities, Rumuekpe, Elele-Alimini, and others in whose territories the 

trading routes traversed and trading activities took place. 

 

Although the commercial activities created an unprecedented web of relationships not 

only within the Eastern Niger Delta, but across the entire Niger Delta region, the focus of 

the paper is the Ikwerre and their immediate Eastern Niger Delta states of the Kalabari and 

the Okrika, with whom they had direct contact, and through whom they also had contact 

with the rest of the Niger Delta region.  

 

The Kalabari 

Early Settlements in Ikwerreland 

The earliest settlement of the Kalabari in Ikwerre country was at Obuamafa (Emohua) by 

a wave of migrants from their Central Delta homeland (Alagoa,1972 cited in Nwala, Orji 

and Sokari-George, 2009).With the establishment of the palm oil trade as the main form of 

economic and commercial activity between the hinterland palm belt communities and the 

European traders through the coastal city states’ middlemen, the New Calabar traders of 

the kalabari were to establish trading out-posts at strategic locations within the upper 

reaches of the New Calabar and Sombreiro waterways. Other mainland groups involved 

in this commercial network include Ekpeyeland, Ogba, and Oguta (Sokari-George, 2006, 

p.263). 
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The Kalabari for some strategic economic reasons decided to settle at certain Ikwerre 

water-fronts, along the New Calabar/Obiatubo River. The settlements include Iwo-fe, 

Isiodu, Elibrada, Oduoha, Ewveku, Rumuji and Ibaa. Other temporary market camps 

include, Ogbogoro, Choba and Nkarahia (Isiokpo). Other places in the Ikwerreland where 

Kalabari people established centres include Ogbakiri at Iku-kiri and Adala known as Eli-

Ijo (i.e. Ijaw settlement). They also established market centres and temporary sites on 

Sombreiro River, which facilitated economic as well as socio-cultural interactions among 

the two groups at Elele-Alimini (Ahia-Oshimini), Rumuekpe and Rumuji (Nwala, Orji and 

Sokari-George, 2009, p.585). Ofonagoro (1979, p.18), discussing Hausa trading settlements 

East of the Niger and in the far South, described Elele Alimini as being “in the Kalabari 

area of commercial influence”. According to Nwala, Orji and Sokari-George, these market 

centres also served as armouries or warehouse for arms and ammunitions, and known to 

Kalabari people as Igbe-Kiri, and also, served as banking houses and treasures, where cash 

and other valuables were kept. 

 

The Ikwerre Market Towns  

The New Calabar River which flows through the Ikwerre town of Isiokpo had the Ahia-

Ekne market which took place every eight (8) days. A major market during the slave and 

palm produce eras attracted not only the Kalabari, but also the Aro traders, who traded in 

slaves and later palm oil. The Ikwerre exchanged yam, cocoyam, plantain and vegetables 

for Kalabari’s fish, periwinkle, salt, hot drink (gin), Indian George, and clothes, which were 

obtained from the Europeans; although the most significant articles of trade were slaves 

and palm oil.The trade was initially by barter system, but with the passage of time, Abii, 

Manilas, and cowries, became the means of exchange of goods (Amadi, 1987, pp.25-27; 

Oriji, 1985, p.20). 

 

The Ahia-Ekne market at Isiokpo, which was located on the bank of the New Calabar 

River, was one of the famous slave markets in the hinterland. Although the role of the 

Ikwerre in these trades could not be compared to the role played by the delta chiefs as 

middlemen between the Europeans and the hinterland traders, some prominent chiefs and 

men who could afford it bought slaves and palm produce from the hinterland Aro traders 

and resold to the kalabari traders, who in turn resold to the agents or officials of the Royal 

Niger company stationed in Akassa. The Ikwerre of Isiokpo were said to have kept back 

some the slaves they bought to boost their labour force (Amadi, 1987, p.28; Oriji, 1985, 

p.19). 

 

Also, the Odegnu communities and other Ikwerre communities, such Ibaa, Ndelle, 

Rumuekpe, Elele-Alimini, etc. traded with the Kalabari at the Owusara market on the bank 
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of the Sombreiro River. Others who traded with the Kalabari at the market were the 

Ekpeye people. Through this market, which was established about the 19th century, the 

Ikwerre and the delta city-state of Kalabari maintained not only commercial relationship 

but also socio-cultural ties (Thom-Manuel, 1986, pp.24-25).This market on the bank of the 

Sombreiro River was also known as Ahia-Osognu or Ahia-Oshimini by the Ikwerre. The 

Ikwerre supplied foodstuffs, while the Kalabari supplied fish, periwinkle, Oyster, crayfish 

and other sea foods. Through this commercial contact, there was cross cultural borrowing 

amongst the Ikwerre and the Kalabari (Thom-Manuel, 1986, pp.26-30). 

 

Establishment of Socio-cultural Ties 

According to Sokari-George (2006, p.263), the Kalabari people who traded with their 

Ikwerre hinterland neigbours established very strong cultural ties with their hosts. The 

kalabari traders who plied their trade within the Ikwerre territory learnt and spoke the 

language of the people very well, and as well the Ikwerre. Evidence of the relationship 

between the kalabari and their Ikwerre neighbours abounds. Apart from speaking each 

other’s’ language, they also borrowed names from each other. Kalabari names are very 

common among Ikwerre people, as well as Ikwerre names among Kalabari people. To 

strengthen their economic ties, they encouraged intergroup marriages among themselves.  

Some cultural dances in Ikwerreland, especially the ones with masquerades, were 

borrowed from the Kalabari. In traditional religion, the Ikwerre also borrowed the worhip 

of water spirits, such as the water mermaid, Mami-water, Owumini, etc.from the Kalabari. 

The Ikwerre also borrowed some fishing methods and names of fishes and other marine 

species from the Kalabari. 

 

Again, through the trade relationship, Christianity spread from Kalabari and other Eastern 

Niger Delta city-states to Ikwerreland. Another impact of the trade relationship was the 

introduction of Western education in the Ikwerreland. The first generation of Western 

educated people in Ikwerreland were said to have had their education in Kalabari (Chinda, 

2015, pp.199-210). According to Chinda (2015, p.229), compared to their coastal 

neighbours, the Ikwerre people did not receive early Western education because of their 

geographical location in the hinterland amongst other factors. The Christian missionaries 

that brought Western education to the region came through the sea, which made it possible 

for the coastal people to embrace Christianity and Western education much earlier than 

the Ikwerre and others. And the Ikwerre that produced the earliest Western educated elites 

were those whose towns were closest to the coastal city states, or had links with the Ikwerre 

towns of Isiokpo, Ibaa, Ogbakiri, Emohua, Odegu, Choba, parts of Obio and Rebisi 

(Chinda, 2015, p.230), Ndelle, Rumuekpe and Elele-Alimini, that were along the New 

Calabar and Sombreiro Rivers. 
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The Prosperity of Coastal Traders  

The Kings of the Eastern Niger Delta’s cordial relationship with the peoples in the 

hinterland markets (the Ikwerre inclusive) were assured free flow of trade between them 

(Derefaka and Orugbani, 2009, p.507). Okorobia (2009, p.478) noted that during the period 

of the Atlantic trade in slaves, and later palm oil, the coastal city-states enjoyed 

comparative advantage as middlemen between the European traders and the hinterland 

peoples; and that most of their socio-political institutions were developed to their peak 

during this period. Ironically, however, the Ikwerre and other hinterland peoples, who not 

only took part, but also facilitated these trades, especially the legitimate trade as suppliers 

and agents of the coastal traders, did not experience the same level of prosperity, neither 

did the trade leave any positive impact on their socio-political institutions, particularly the 

Ikwerre.  

 

While there were commercial rivalries, and in most cases full scale war among the coastal 

chiefs over the control of the hinterland markets, the Ikwerre and the other hinterland 

people allowed free flow of trade between the Igbo traders from the interior and the coastal 

traders (Derefaka and Orugbani, 2009, p.507). Although, the Aro used their oracle- the 

Long Juju, to ensure they monopolized the trade with the coastal city-states, thereby 

excluding the Ikwerre and others from participating actively in the trade. The Aro passed 

through the numerous trade routes in Ikwerreland with their goods to the coastal markets 

also located at the Ikwerre waterfronts to trade with the coastal intermediaries. In addition, 

the coastal traders that desired to increase their supplies of palm oil for export, had 

unhindered access into the hinterland interior through Ikwerreland. It was, therefore, not 

surprising that the Ikwerre, in spite of the role they played in these trades, especially the 

legitimate trade, never experienced the level of prosperity which the Aro traders and the 

coastal chiefs enjoyed during the period. No doubt, the narrative would have been 

different, had the Ikwerre been hostile and unco-operative by positioning themselves as 

middlemen between the coastal traders and the hinterland traders, including the Aro; and 

worse still, if they had insisted on having direct contact with the European traders on the 

coast. 

 

The Okrika 

The Okrika of the Ijaw ethnic nationality were the closest neighbours to the Ikwerre Rebisi 

clan outside the Ikwerre clans of Rumueme, Rumuomasi, and Oginigba. The Okrika are 

customary tenants to Diobu people of the Rebisi clan through the grant of Amadiama, 

Abuloma, Ikuru, etc. (The Judgement of the Rivers State High Court, 1980 and the Supreme 

Court, 1981 cited in Alagoa and Nwanodi (Eds.) (n.d., p.3), Port Harcourt at 100. According 

to the authors, there were other Okrika fishing settlements that dotted the banks of the 
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Diobu creeks surrounding what later became the Port Harcourt pennisular. They further 

revealed that Diobu farmland extended to what later became Borokiri, initially called 

Emeru by Diobu people. It was further revealed that during this period the relationships 

of the two ethnic groups were cordial in trade and marriage, and there was no evidence of 

clash of interests over the Diobu farmlands (Alagoa and Nwanodi (Eds.) (n.d., p.3); Gobo, 

2007, p.295). Gobo asserted that though there have been protracted disputes over land 

between the Okrika community of Abuloma and the Ikwerre community of Elekohia 

(Rebisi) over the ownership of Ozuboko, Fimie, Somiari and so on, land, their cordial 

relationships have not waned. Moreover, the land disputes have not escalated into full-

scale war, as we have in many parts of the country, although it was reported that in 1898, 

Chief Oju Daniel Kalio and Chief Samson Igobo Adoki supported the British in their 

imperial war against King Wogu Ekeke of Rumuokurusi (Gomba, 2013, p.27). 

 

According Fiberesima (1990), the Okrika had “virile commercial and trade links” with the 

Ikwerre towns of Elelenwo, Rumuokwurusi, Rumuomasi, Woji, Elekahia, Rumueme and 

Oginigba, among others. The Okrika and Kalabari traders had access to the Ikwerre town 

of Mgbuosimini and others through the creek. However, the right of access and control of 

the New Calabar markets of the Ikwerre referred to as Obiatubo markets (Ifemesie cited in 

Oriji, 1985, p.34), which was very prominent during the period of the legitimate trade in 

palm oil (Oriji, 1985, p.27), provoked rivalry between the delta states of Okrika and Bonny 

on one side against the Kalabari. The Kalabari and Opobo under Jaja were to form alliance 

to resist the Okrika and Bonny access and control of the markets. It is significant to note 

that the Ikwerre were not left out of this trade rivalry amongst these delta states. The 

Okrika and Bonny alliance sought the help of Chief Mpi of Isiokpo to resist the Kalabari 

and Opobo dominance of the markets (Alagoa and Fombo cited in Oriji, 1985, p.35). 

 

Realizing the danger this trade conflict posed to their overall interest in the region, the 

British colonial government had to intervene, and there was a truce. The settlement 

agreement of October 27, 1871 signed by both parties ceded the markets on the New 

Calabar River to the kalabari. Article six (6) of the agreement read: 

Seeing the deadly enmity that has so long existed between the people of 

Okrika and New Calabar (Kalabari), it is decided for the better and more 

efficient maintenance of peace and for the lasting welfare of the 

community that they shall not use oil markets, the further fact that the 

New Calabar (Kalabari) men have by long possession of the Obiartuboo 

markets proved their right to them, and it is therefore decided that they 

shall retain undisturbed possession of them (Alagoa and Fombo quoted 

in Oriji 1985, p.35). However, the establishment of Port Harcourt and 
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railway linking Enugu with Port Harcourt brought the New Calabar 

markets to a decline (Oriji, 1985, p.41). 

 

These interactions through trade between the Ikwerre and their Eastern Niger Delta 

neighbours resulted to the establishment of socio-cultural ties among them, which is 

evident in the area nomenclature. For instance, personal names, place names and names 

of things or objects (Nwala, Orji and Sokari- George, 2009, pp. 586-587).  

 

Conclusion 

The Niger Delta environment played vital role in intergroup relations in the region, 

especially those that were involved in the Atlantic trade. The New Calabar and Sombreiro 

Rivers helped to forge and sustain the Ikwerre, the Kalabari, and the Okrika socio-cultural 

ties. It is important to note that the success and the prosperity of the coastal chiefs in the 

trans-Atlantic trade was primarily not because of their control of the trade route from the 

coast to the hinterland, but due largely to the magnanimity of the Ikwerre in whose 

territory the markets were located and one of the trade routes traversed. To ensure free 

flow of trade along the trade route, the coastal traders established socio-cultural ties with 

the Ikwerre. These were some of the factors that sustained the Atlantic trade until the 

coastal traders’ monopoly of the trade with the hinterland was broken by the British 

imperialism.  
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