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WHEN DEITIES MARRY:
~ INDIGENOUS “SLAVE”

SYSTEMS EXPANDING AND

'METAMORPHOSING IN

- THE IGBO HINTERLAND

Nwando Achebe

Q March 9, 1935 letter from the Acting District Officer of Nsukka

ivision! B, Barmby, to W.H. Lloyd, The Resident of Onitsha Prov-

gcé,-'seeks to amend an already established criminal code on slave dealing
n the Igbo territories of Eastern Nigeria. The proposed amendment was

eemed necessary to address a loophole in the existing law? which allowed-

arents to hand over their daughters in “marriage” or otherwise to “juju
tiests in order to avert some family disaster or restore family fortune.™

armby detailed his foreboding in the following passage:

As you know, it is a frequent practice in this Division for a
parent to consult a diviner, and to be told to give his daughter to
one or other of the more powerful jujus. . . '

Tt cannot be said that the children are ill-treated nor that they
have to perform any duties of a servile nature. They are at liberty
to rin away, if they wish to, though' their own families would

. never receive them and they are therefore almost bound to stay
. where they are. Consequently a conviction under the law as it -
stands, appeats to be impossible, and yet the practice is clearly

~ inhumane and should be prohibited by law.*:
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Barmby’s proposed amendment called for a re-imagining of the defi-
nition of “slave™ to include: “person[s]: . .who become the property of a
Juju or fetish or the ministers thereof.” In 2 communiqué penned three
days less than a year later, and entitled “Dedication of Female Children
to Juju Priests,” Resident Lloyd affirms Barmby’s above elucidation, as he
evaluates the condition of these so-called “slaves” in his Province. Here are
his words:

Apart from the fact that no freeborn would intermarry with
them, they live much the same as other persons. They are not
treated as slaves in the sense the word implies and have to -
-perform no duties of a setvile nature. On the contrary they are
generally regarded with some fear and respect by virtue-of their
close association with the particular shrine they are attached to.
They usually live in compounds adjacent to the shrine and have

 certain advantages in as much that a proportion of all offeringf[s]

' ‘are shared by them.” ' -

Twenty years later the British Colonial Office, apparently still consumed
with trying to understand the conundrum .of the Igbo indigenous “slave”
 system — particularly the plight of descendents who were tied in one way

" or another to that “slave” system — exchanged a series of letters and cor-

respondence® in which they attempted to shed light on the southern Igbo
phenomenon of osz (“slave”). The articles reiterated the European view
 that “the enactment of law [sic] against [the] Osu system will not solve

the problem” as “no person will agree to give his daughter into marriage [to -

“an osu] whether or not law is enacted to abolish it. It is known that this
class of people [7.e. osu] are blessed with wealth and beauty but no amount
of prosecution and imprisonment will frighten ‘free~borns’ to reconsider

marrying these “slaves,” The Colonial Office, it would appeat, still failed to -

understand the intricacies of the Igho indigenous “slave” system.
Understanding would soon dawn, as Nsukka District- Officer Dennis
Raleigh Gibbs added to the unfolding puzzle in a May 13, 1955 letter to
Resident O. P. Gunning. He not only distinguished two separate categories
of servile condition in Nsukka Division, but also provided a working defi-
 nition for each, and he elaborated on the way free-born society perceived
and -regarded these individuals.

“Osu”in this [Nsukka] division are.called ‘Oruma’; nearly every
village has an “Oruma” quarter and they are not permitted to
marry free-born, It is not felt that legislation can alter this
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When Deities Marry'

prejudice as no law can make a free-born accept an “Oruma” if
the former is against it. ‘ ‘

2. Besides “Oruma” (juju slaves), there are also a large number
of “Oru” settlements (man slaves); for instance Okutu Village
was a slave village of Okpuje and although the latter’s author-
ity over their former slaves is. negligible, the free-born do own
the land and have the final sanction of eviction if the “Oru”

rebel against them. The reason.I bring this matter up is that
inter-marriage between “Oru” and free-born is just as taboo as
" inter-marriage between “Oruma” and free-born.” -

[Signed]
D.R. Gibbs
. " District Officer,
" Nsukka Division.™0

" Missionaries in the region were no less consumed with Igbo construc-
tions of the spiritual world and the power of deities to enslave individuals
therewith; as the latter were perceived as having a debilitating effect on
missionary ability to spread the gospel and win Igbo souls. In a series of
annual letters and progress reports written during the dawn of missionary
activity in Nsukka Division, The Church Missionary Society accordingly

bemoaned the constraining powers that these “wife marrying” deities held

over the spread of Christendom in the area!!
So who were these osu, oruma and ori about whorn Gibbs wrote with

such conviction? And what was the relationship--if any--between .them

and the women Barmby and Lloyd had described twenty years earlier
as daughters handed over in “mdrriage” or otherwise to juju priests? This
quandary and more are explored-as I navigate the contours of indigenous
“slavery” in the Igbo hinterland. “When Deities Marry” centers specifi-

- cally on the autonomous community of Efuru goddess devotees in Idoha,

Nsukka Division, and seeks to explore the goddess’s origin, development
and evolution into a “wife marrying” and dedicatee-seeking deity whose
powers held sway throughout northern Igholand. In an attempt to better
understand the Efuru enterprise, the study explores the goddess'’s function

~ within her Idoha commune and without, the historical roots of human

dedication to her, the workings of her autonomous community, and the
lived experience of Efuru wives and children. Finally, there is the ques-
tion of the circumstances that led up to the goddess’s 1988 “destruction.”

‘Approximately eighty years after missionaries had first set foot in the Igbo

hinterland, their converts, many of whom had been- forced by the threat

- of the colonial gun to accept this new and alien religion--and who by




this time had become even more overzealous than the original owners of
the religion--would see to the “destruction” of what one son of Efuru by
the name of Christopher Nwiyi would call “tradition” and “culture.”*? This
study contributes to knowledge about slavery and abolition by expanding
what is known about how indigenous peoples constructed and transformed
existing “slave” systems, and also evolved new ones. :

A bit of background on the nomenclature of servile conditions as they

exist in Nsukka Division (and will appear in this study) is necessary at this .
point, As articulated in District Officer Gibbs’ 1955 letter, there are essen- .

. tially two distinct categories of servile condition in northern Igboland.
First are the Obu'® mmadu or people “slaves” and second, the Obu mma or

spiritual “slaves.” The Obu mmadu or obu™ for short operate conceptually
P P ptually

within the physical world; they are foreign born “slaves” acquired by sale,
capture or as prisoners of war. These ohy mmadu are further divided into
four categories. The first are the amuda or domestic “slaves.” They com-
monly fetched firewood, collected palm nuts and worked the farms. The
obu mgbere or “slaves” for sale are another category; these individuals are
distinguished by the fact that they never stay in their captors homes, but
are immediately sold off to new “masters.” A third category, the nbe oru utu
or pawns, are said to have mortgaged themselves as a security for a loan.

Such pawns would work for their creditors until the debt was repaid. In

Nsukka Division, a2 pawn was"dnly expected to work for his or her master
once in an Igbo week (izx), and could thus use the remaining three days

- to work. towards repaying her/his debt. As a result, the pawns freedom

was not difficult to obtain if s/he was energetic and hardworking. The last
category of ohu mmadu were the nnokwu or clients. These nnokwus gave
themselves to their masters for protection, and as such were committed to
their benefactors for a period of time.' o

'Obu mma on the other hand are human beings called to the service of
a given deity, either as a servant (orochoma), daughter, son or wife (igher-
ema). Orochomas are male and female “slaves”whose ancestors offer them as

living sacrifices to particular deities.'® They remain in the service of his/her

parent’s deity for as long as they live, serving the divinity as a shrine atten-
dant and keeper.”” Orochomas are found throughout Igbo country; they are

known as osu or osu alusi in Onitsha Division, nwani or ohu alusi in Agwu -

Division, and Awédia in Nkanu District of Udi Division.!® The institution

also extends as far as Yoruba country where these orockoma are known as’

eru orisha.” The second category of Nsukka spiritual “slaves,” igherema, are
also not unique to the Division, but are distinguishable in regions as far
north of Nigeria as Moghamoland (Cameroonian Grassfields) and as far

west as Tonguland, Anloland, and Adaland in Ghana. In Moghamoland
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these female zgﬁeremds'aré called faveik nwighe®® and in Ghana they are
variously called trokosi (Tongu), fiashidi (Anlo) and woryonyor (Ada}.® So
who are these igherema™ and why dre they important? They are freeborn

‘individuals, usually young women, who have chosen or have been chosen by

a given deity to be dedicated as a living sacrifice. The women thus selected
are betrothed to the deity in a marriage relationship called igo mma ago (to
become the in-law of a deity).”® Freeborn men are often chosen to marry
a given deity’s human offspring. Collectively these individuals could be
offered to a deity as retribution for a crime committed, in order to gain
supernatural protection, or in order to establish a familial relationship with
the said deity. To the igberema this relationship was beneficial and often
status-enhancing, as opposed to the much more restrictive and subordinate
position of an erochoma. It is this igberema institution, in all its peculiarities,
and as it subs.i_sts in the Efuru community of Idoha, Nsukka Division, that
this study seeks to explore. : :

Idoha, Ukehe and the Igbo Irinabo Section of

Nsukka Division: Origins of an Igberema “Slave”

- System

~ The Efuru community was situated at the top of the majestic hills of
Idoha, Nsukka Division. On reaching the top of the escarpment, a visitor
is immediately struck by the picturesque beauty of the Iyi Efuru springs,
which cascade from a promontory, providing water to the otherwise
water-deprived inhabitants of the Efuru community. Believers hold that
Iyt Efuru is a personification of their protector goddess, who created the
waters for her practitioners.?* From the top of these hills, the Idoha visitor
also has a clear view of the cluster of villages at the foot of the hills that
make up the “Igbo Twelve” or Igho Irinabo section® of Nsukka Division.
The Idoha setting is not just picturesque; theirs is the only viable pasture

- for livestock in the area, which otherwise would get little to no sustenance

from the sandy and unfertile lands below the Idoha hills. Idoha also boasts
a high percentage of oil palms, which are scattered haphazardly through-
out the area ~ a fact that has had favorable implications for its towering
economy S '

A history of enmity existed within the “Igbo Twelve” or Igbo Trinabo
cluster of villages,and these communities often found themselves embroiled
in long and protracted warfare, particularly during the troubled “interwar
period” of the seventeenth, eighteenth and earlier nineteenth centuries,?’
Ukehe, one of the two “Igbo Twelve” villages of significant expanse (the

- other was Aku) emerged as victor consistently enough to demand and in
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turn receive tribute in the form of “slaves” from Idoha and the ten other
smaller territories that made up the “Igbo Twelve.”” Ukehe collected these
“slaves” in compensation for- these communities’ guaranteed immunity
from Ukehe’s own raids; as well as the former’s assistance in defending
~ them from attacks from the outside, particularly attacks from the village
of Aku, which seems to have fought with all-the Igho Irinabo groups.” The
captives, many of whom were Idoha citizens, would then be sold by their
Ukehe captors to Igala and,Aro_sIlavc dealers™ — celebra_tgd middlemen
who furnished the international markets on the coast — via one of the slave
routes which ran either through Opi, Mbu and then to Ikemato Eha-
Amufu, Ibegwo-Nike or as far south as Nike and Awka. ™ Eha-Amufu
was a large slave market where Aro people typically bought slaves; whereas
Ibegwo people bought captives at the Ibegwo-Nike slave market.* |
As a result of this history of slave raids on Idoha, as well as the hurnan
tribute that she was forced to pay her powerful neighbor Ukehe for protec-
tion, during this interwar period there was little or no population growth.
in Idoha. In fact many claimed that Idoha population was almost entirely
wiped out!® In professional town-crier G. N. Ikeoha’s words: “Idoha was

- formerly a town of its own, largely populated. But due to wars with Ukehe,

it was reduced to a pocket sized village. All of their lands were pretty much
occupied by the Ukehe people, who made [Idoha] pay annual tribute.”
Perhaps it was. this system of human tribute to Ukehe that encouraged
Idoha to secure for itself supernatural protection from .its adversaries,
Ukehe included.** Idoha also.instituted a 'system of checks and balances

that allowed the small community to replenish its lost souls. These efforts,I -

contend, cumulated in the creation and evolution of a goddess* who would
at once protect and repopulate Idoha through marriage.’” Some claim that
she was a woman deified and others, a mermaid.® Whether deified woman
or mermaid, one thing remains clear, the people called her Efuru and she
was constructed as a “savior from oppressions, raids and other malefac-
tions.”* She was believed to have had her powers enhanced, igwo maya oso,
from time to time by Umu Ngwuakwu medicine men.®

When it became apparent that Idoha had obtained a powerful awe
inspiring deity, Ukehe and the other towns desisted from harassing Idoha
or subjecting its citizenry to slavery. What was more, in time these same
communities — Ukehe and Aku — that had previously participated in the
kidnapping, or the causing of Idoha citizens to be sold into slavery, were

themselves now duty bound to replenish the souls that they had taken.

away from Idoha.* Idoha had indeed found recourse in its deity, and this
replenishing of souls would take the form of human offerings, igberemas,
to Efuru. ‘ S -
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‘The first human being dedicated to Efuru in living memory (1850’)
was one of two victims® said to have been-offered as a symbol of apprecia-
tion for a victory that Efuru had helped neighboring Ngarakpu attain, Her -
name was Eketa and she was a victim of a war between Ngarakpu and
Ukehe. The name Eketa meant “she might survive” and survive she did,
She would serve as slave attendant, helping keep Efuru's shrine orderly.
She would later be consecrated to Efuru and then renamed Eketa Nwiyi
~ literally “Eketa daughter of Iyi[Efuru]™ — and within the space of a

few years she gave birth to two children for her female deity husband, This

transaction unearthed the possibility of avepging the wrongs done Idoha,
especially by neighboring Ukehe, by forcing the latter to present young
women to Efuru in marriage ~ women who would in turn raise children
in the name of the deity in order to repopulate Idoha.* The Ukehe popu-

»

* lace was forced to abide by this decree since many misfortunes affecting

Ukehe individuals were already being attributed to Efuru’s vengeance.®
The general belief was that “no mouth that speaks ill of Efuru goes unpun-

. ished.” Thus, families from far and wide began to offer their daughters to

Efuru in marriage ~ igo mma 0go, “to become the in-law of the deity” —asa
sign that they were entering into a peace bond with her and could therefore
count on her protection.”” The need to create a supernatural peace bond -
‘which would insure the protection of Efuru’s clientele was necessitated
by the growing atmosphere of distrust and uncertainty which had been
intensified by incessant inter-village raiding and warfare. One of Efuru’s
practitioners P, O. Ugwu put it like this: “It {is] a respectable venture to be
admitted within the folk that Efuru accords protection.”

With time young women also began to be presented to Efuru in
marriage as compensation for crimes committed by individual family
members. This too satisfied the requirement for the said families to acquire
protection from the supernatural force called Efuru. In the words of G. L.
Okolo, Efuru’s last presiding high priest: “The intention was for the fami-
lies involved to enter into a marriage relationship with Efuru, that their
past sins might be forgiven and forgotten.”” ‘The secretary of Idoha Youth
Congress Owuora E. Aneke, put it like this:

Efuru worshipers offer their daughters in marriage as an act of
reconciliation. Idoha people have always welcomed such new
citizens or members of our clan. Being our wives, they are part
of us.® a o ‘

Indeed being associated with Efuru was looked upon as a thing of honor,
especially since the enterptise was connected to the service of a supernatu-



Women presented to Efura were always foreign born, as Efuru who
was considered the female father of all‘,Idohas. could not bg expected utlsg
marry her own daughters. These wives were bound to Efuruand thus cc; _
not marry any other suitor. What was ‘more, jthey were expected to 6:{1"
children for their female divinity husband  with the helg of. human m ;:
sperm donors; such was also the practice in’secular society whien female
husbands married. Similarly, Efuru’s own children }:vere_expecfed to marry
exogamously in order to steer clear of rglationsh{ps '_chat m1.gh"c be. per-
ceived as incestuous. Efuru son Christopher Nwiyi a.blded by this rule by
marrying three wives — Anthonia, Theresa and Paulina, - .fr?m Umuoka,
Ukehe and Ochima respectively. Other sons, Anthony, Linus and Qkﬁ-
chuku Nwiyi married the following Ukehe daughters — Obiageli a’nd 'Ste 2
(Anthony’é wives); Mary (Linus’ wife) and Jacinta (OkechukV\fu.s mfe?.d
The goddess’s daughters also married outside Idoha. Mary Nwiyi marne.-
Mathew Okoro of Ukehe; Florence Nwiyi married Cyﬂl (v)kafor‘of Nn.ew1,
while Benedeth, Rebecca and Hellen Nwiyi married Michael Nwanioka .
from Umuoka, Chulkwu Eze from Ekwegbe and Sergeant Gboyega Oge-
fumbosun, a Yoruba from Oyo State Nigeria, respectively.>* ‘
 'The practice of human dedication to Efuru continued unabatefi ux.ml
about 1940, when the first embargo was placed on theﬁa}‘thﬁnr dechcatxop
of women to the goddess. In.fact, the already de-dl.cated igberema women
were mandated to return to their families of origin.*® The emball'go w:;
however lifted during a six-year period preceding the end of the Nigeria

Biafran Civil War, largely because families were said to have increasingly .

rejected the daughters sent back to them. 'The families did thlS. bgcaus‘?
they noticed that once they received their.daughters, they started to expeg
ence a new series of misfortunes, graver than ever before, and consequently
these families asked their daughters to return to Efura.%

Inside the Efuru Community - Religion and |

Worship o

Idohais divided into two parts— Ugwu Egu Idoha and Ezi Idoha. Ugwu. -

Tdoha literally means “the Idoha Hills.”When one attempts to deconstruct
the term “Ezi Idoha,” however, a number of Variab}e meanings emerge. gge
meaning, and perhaps the most common trans.latlon qf tl:e‘ term, woulh e
“the Idoha opening,” or “the Idoha community square” — a pl:tlce W, :eée
events such as sports and dances are held. The word Ezi ‘?vokes the oq.t?I e
versus inside dichotomy, the idea of open space as in the“outdoors.'ann
Igbo wisdom, it is an outside space that is swept and kept‘leeaq, especi: 1 dy”
for the household. Ezi metaphorically speaking means the household’
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.~ or “a household of people.” The igbo have a saying that Ezi na uno sifi ike

— literally, “the work of keeping a household together is difficuit.” Con-
versely, Ezi could also be used to denote “the front,” or put differently, “the
people who came first.” For instance, Fzi in Ezi Owelle variously means

~ “the outside,” “front yard,” “the front of the house”; Owelle on the other

hand means, “the backyard,” or “the back of the house.” In Igho thought,

- the people who coine to a place first are expected to take and inhabit the
~ best lands, the front yard; and those who arrive later would be. forced to

cither occipy the back yard, the valley, or any other remaining space. The

- Efuru community was located in Ezi Idoha — “the front” or “front yard of

Idoha.” Censequently, Efuru’s choice of living space and construction of
-an ‘environment for herself, her wives and descendants, took into consid-
eration the above-elucidated mandate and understanding that Igbo people
evoke to delineate, not only who they are and where they came from, but
also their access and entitlement to living space.””

Ezi Idoha was an autonomous and self-sufficient commurity entirely

. surrounded by Ukehe. The shrine itself was along a pathway from the

Ukwuofor market square — 2 small market that serviced primarily Ukehe

' people ~ to a junction leading to Ezi-Idoha. The shrine was a red mud

brick house which had a corrugated iron roof. Qutside the shrine were

. broken pots, which not only symbolized Efuru but were used to evoke her,
-In Ukehe or Idoha, wherever there were clay ritual pots assembled outside

people’s homes, they represented mobile shrines to Efuru.*® According to

- chief priest Okolo, “Efuru is represented by a pot made of clay. What this.

. signifies is that no person who eats food cooked with a pot can afford to

~be wicked to Idoha community.”? o

- Umuikpagu ward was the seat of Efuru deity. The Efuru commune

© . 'was a community of great wealth — a wealth in people and a wealth in
- -Efuru gifts such as cattle, goats, chickens and yams. The Efuru community

had no king or chief. Instead it boasted the lucrative office of high priest,

 Eziyi (literally, “king of the [Efuru] spring”), which was the highest politi-

cal station in the commune. All Efuru priests or Eziyis came from the

~ Umuikpagu kindred of Ezi Tdoha and the officiating priest had to be the
oldest eligible man of that kindred.® The remembered genealogy of Efuru
priests since her construction as a worshiped goddess is as follows: Odeke

Alumu, Ome Ewo, Efoke Alumu, Ezoha Nwonu, Okoro Nwodo, Ugwul-
egwu Nwodo, Ugwu Agalakwu, Itanyi Nweziyi, Odo Obugunu Nweziyi,*

followed by the priest who was in office in 1988 at the time Efuru was
supposedly destroyed, G.1. Okolo.* While the Efuru chief priest’s station
"was a lucrative position, each Eziyi was obliged to observe several strict -

taboos. An Eziyi was not allowed to climb trees ~ the palm tree especially.
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Neither was he allowed to_tiﬂ the grdund using a hoe;* therefore farming

was not a profession in which he could hope to be .involved. "I:'hxs-v;as par-
ticularly discouraging because farming was thc. main occupation o fyom}ng
men in Igboland, while many also participated in the: secoT'lda:y pr; essn:in
of wine-tapping, another activity from which the chief pnest: was banned.
Efuru’s influence extended far and wide. She was worshiped not o_nlgsr
in Idoha, but by people in Ukehe, Ochima, Onyf)ho, Umuoka and. Ikolg)l.1
Efuru was believed to protect and promote all things good and .ethfcal.' e%
prohibited such unsavory acts as murder, adultery, theft and thinking ill o

one’s neighbor“ - prdh.ibitions which placed her religious decrees in close -

ropinduity to the Christian canon. In fact, with the exception of the ﬁrst‘
E;ZPL?E??S’ of the Christian commandments which fo'rb'ade the camni
of, or kneeling down to, any graven image, Efuru, Prescnbed and obsezre
the same moral code. Efuru was worshiped each time a person wanted to
return thanks for a favor believed to have been obtained from the goc.ldess.
Animals such as cows, goats, sheep and chicken.s were Pr'ese{lted alive ‘(31'
killed to this end depending on what a given diw'ner s d.mnan‘on revealg .
Wine, food and drinks were also offered.” The high priest said prayers a:;
the Efuru shrine every day, but especially twice every Igbo Wgek - Eké ax}l1
Aﬁr— for the people who needed it.* After these prayers were oﬁere' y't le
entire community had a feast.” Food used for Eﬁlru sa;nﬁcc and ritua 3
could only be cooked by the wife of the chief priest, who was a(fldrfs';;
as Oshiri Oka — “the person who cooks for the entire c‘:orr;mumty...1 he
individual seeking Efuru’s favor was given a portion of this food, while the
rest was eaten by all the worshipers present.™ ' '
Efuru was feared because she was believed to punish the sins of
parents on their children and their children’s children. She was however

believed to deal most ruthlessly with any Idoha citizen who offended her

— a3 a strict parent might treat 2 malicious '_child.”' It was zflso believed
that Efuru struck offending humans with terrible dlseases,., sicknesses, or
worse still, death; and the guilty person could only clear his or her nargc
by-appeasing the deity and being purified by her. (‘)ﬂ'epde{s consequently
worked towards appeasing Efuru through the services of diviner mt;rme-
diaries.”? Worshipers of Efuru, like the devotees of oth::r Igbo god e;ies,
observed certain taboos these were called nso Efuru — t]f‘lat which E r(l;
detests.” For unspecified reasons the goddess Efuru particularly detestek
millet, and therefore no Efuru practitioner was allowed to process, €00

or eat that crop.” Other 5o Efuru included diseases such as'kwashl'orkor,
smallpox and leprosy.™ If a person contracted any of the.se d1sea.ses, g gas
interpreted as a sign that the person had commiitted a crime aga.tn;t o ra
and consequently her wrath would be visited upon that offender. Fu, er-
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" more, the offender could expect Efuru to act swiftly, revéa.ling the extent
of her dissatisfaction by the gravity of the punishment that she imposed,
oftentimes death. Efuru also had an 4jo Ofa Efuru - “Evil [Efuru] Forest’
where individuals who were believed to have met their death at the hands
of Efuru would be dumped to rot above the earth, What was more, all
possessions of the deceased would be thrown into this 4o Ofia; and at the

‘same time the landed property of the deceased would also be abandoned at
the instruction of the goddess. The said individual would not be mourned

. byanyone - .

Efuru’s protection extended beyond her wives, descendants and wor-

 shipers. The goddess was also considered a defender of Idoha economic
- resources. She was believed to safeguard the community’s crops, animals

and land. Her adherents would place an Efuru ritual pot on any property

- that they wished to have their female spirit father protector-mind. Once

this action was taken, it was believed that anyone who attempted to disturb

 the $aid property would be visited by Efuru’s wrath, causing considerable
- calamity to the person.” Efuru was celebrated biannually during the Efuru
- feast. People from far and wide were said to congregate at Idoha in order to
. worship, make petitions, return thanks as well as enter into covenants with

the protector goddess. They showered her with gifts and promises in order
to enter into her favor, because they believed these actions would guarantee
Efuru’s protection for themselves and their families. During these feasts
Efuru’s praise singers sang about her deeds, perpetuating in song for all to

hear her image as supernatural.” The Efuru community derived much of

its riches from the expensive ceremonies performed in Efuru’s honor, If

- one offended Efuru, that person would have to perform ceremonial rituals
 to appease the deity. These cerernonies often required the presentation of

numerous gifts and substantial amounts of cash to the deity. The goods

- presented to Efuru often included: one’s property, foodstuffs, animals, and

when necessary, the donation of a young woman in marriage.”
. If 2 woman were to be presented to Efuru in marriage — igo mma 0go

~ —her family would be obliged to follow the customary process of marriage

to Efuru, which like traditional marriage in Igboland was often long and

_involved. First, a would be father-in-law was expected to present kolanuts

and wine to the chief priest of Efuru shrine as 4 sign that Efuru had in fact

- agreed to enter into a marriage relationship with his daughter. Second, the
- future wife’s family and linéage members were expected to cook a lavish
feast for all members of the Efuru community - the expectation was that

there would be enough food to last for days on end. The last stage of the

~ marriage sequence was the paying of the bride price by the future father-

in-law to Efuru’s intermediary, the Eziyi.”
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It is important to note that this practice was in'sharp contrast to what |

normally obtained in Igboland. Traditionally, future husbands paid the bride
price. However, the ability of fernales to marry other females was a well-
 respected tradition that had a long-established precedence in Igboland.
In Igbo society sex and gender did not necessarily coincide, and therefore
biological women who had constructed themselves socially as men could

marry other women in an arrangement called woman-to-woman mattiage. -

This marriage allowed the female husbanid to marry a wife and assume
the social role of husband and father. The said wife would be encouraged
to satisfy her sexual needs with any available and desirable man or men
in her community — men whom she would also use as sperm donors to
get pregnant in the name of her female husband. All children born of the
union between the female husband and her wife would belong to the female
husband and bear her name. The said female husband would however be
expected to pay a bride price for her wife — a bride price which would in
turn guarantee her rights over her soon-to-be-born children and allow the
female husband the privilege of having those children bear her name.

In Igboland, if bride price was not paid then children born of a mar-
riage union would belong to the mother and her lineage and bear the
mother’s name. Since the goddess Efuru filled the social role of spiritual

female husband and father, she too was allowed to marry wives in the.

process known as igo mma ogo — “to become the in-law of a deity.” This

‘marriage like its woman-to-woman marriage counterpart was celebrated -
as an elevated form of marriage. However, as established earlier, in this .
spirit-to-human marriage Efuru did not pay bride price for the hand in -

marriage of her future wives; instead each wife paid a bride price to Efuru.

Perhaps this can be explained by the fact that Efuru her/himself did not

assume the role of suitor, nor did she ask women to marry her; instead
diviners unattached to her enterprise, as well as the families who wishéd to
form a marriage bond with Efuru, asked for the goddess’s hand in marriage.
What was more, the satd bride price for Efuru’s hand in marriage had to be
paid in full for the uniion to be considered valid. If a future father-in-law
of the deity failed to perform all of the rituals that accompanied the mar-

riage of his daughter to Efuru, and that daughter happened to pass away,

then Efuru would have the right to marry another woman in her stead
from the same family. She would live with the said woman as female spirit
husband and wife until the bride pricg was paid in full.*® This particular
clause, insisting on the total payment of bride price, was again in sharp
contrast to Igbo cultural norms which held that a prospective husband
never completely finished paying bride price. A portion of the agreed upon
amount was always owed in order to guard against any misguided feelings
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of wife ownership, The clause, also exemplified in the following adage: ada
anusi nwanyi anusi, served as a reminder to the bridegroom that “one never
completes the process of marrying a wife,” and therefore must continue

- to pay his in-laws, oges, high respect. In fact Igbos warn that ogo mmadu

bu chi — a person’s in-law is as important as that person’s personal god,
or guardian spirit! Therefore spirit-to-human marriage, which in essence
‘created a highly respected, feared and in fact worshiped spirit in-law, could
be viewed in some ways as an exaggerated form of human-to-human mar-
riage in Igboland. '

| .-The Workings of the Efuru Comﬁmnit?

The main Efuru shrine was made up of certain physical representa-

. tions of Efuru including eight Efuru 4res, iron manacles, an Ofp Efuru, two

small pots and two dolls.* Tt is not cléar to me exactly what the Efuru Aros
were, However, T am inclined to group the Efuru 4ros and iron manacles

k together. Perhaps the former represented the settlements of Aros — those
L famed middlemen and slave dealers who fought with, and tried to bring

much of Igbo territory in Nsukka Division under their expanding rule.

~In fact Aro people were known to have attempted to create settlements
- whereever they invaded. It is entirely conceivable that the goddess Efuru
| ?v‘ould find it necessary to. pay such feared slave raiders high respect, and
" in essence create a space for them in her shrine and say with that gesture,

““Iacknowledge your prowess and respect you. Stay away from my people.”

~In'a similar vein, the iron manacles would represent the tools of the trade.

One is of course reminded of the fact that slave raiders could not pos-

" sibly achieve their ends without iron restraints. The Ofo Efuru is simpler
: ..toz-im'terpret, Ofo in Igboland is an emblem, a staff that represented the
principle of peace and justice. Guiltless Igho people evoke gf? in an action

called ijidelu mmadu of2 which expresses the belief that an individual who

has done no harm to another is innocent and therefore cannot be held

accountable in any way, even if they have offended the said person.® Ofp
[Efuru was thus used to evoke this Igbo principle, especially when she satin
judgment of events in her community. Indeed this revered and feared deity
served as the Ezi Idoha Supreme Court, handing down decisions which
could not be challenged. Her chief priest Eziyi would act as intermediary,
often requiring defendants to swear on Efuru’s O before delivering his
goddess’ judgment. The two small pots or itz Efuru of course represented
Efuru — the provider of food and water; and the two dolls perhaps repre-

_;sentgd her oldest two children, - :
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~ Each citizen of the Efuru community had the right and the potential
to achieve and exercise great economic and political clout. Efuru wives and
descendants were not duty bound to live in Idoha; they could live outside
the town if they so pleased.® However all worshipers of Efuru were charged
with mounting individual mobile shrines of Efuru in their compounds
— shrines consisting of small Efuru pots, called ite Efuru which as estab-
lished eatlier served as a personification .of their protector goddess. The
presence of these Efuru pots helped propagate Efuru’s omnipresent power.
" Ffura wives and children owned large expanses of land which they culti-
vated on a communal basis. Efuru’s land was extremely extensive, as the
goddess was known to collect all the landed property of any individual that
she stuck dead.®s The community also owned its own markets including

Eke, Nkwo, Oye and Afor Efuru markets — which were controlled entirely -

by its female citizenry.® They also owned numerous animals — animals that
had been obtained from the numerous sacrifices given in Efuru’s honor.

Some of these animals would be sacrificed to the deity if the punishment

demanded it, the others, and they were many, were allowed to roam as part

of Efuru’s ever growing animal farm. Starting around 1974, and perhaps in. -

reponse to the ovcrpopulation_of these animals; Efuru practitioners started
to sell their surplus.¥ The community set up an Efuru fund and used a
portion of the monies accumulated from the sale of their animals to buy a
fleet of commercial taxicabs and buses.” "These vehicles were called Ofi Ofo
Ga-Ana - “An Upright Person Will Never Be Harmed” and they not only
served the Efuru community but also the neighboring towns.” Another
substantial portion of the Efuru fund went to the training of Efuru children
in school as well as in any trade that they might be interested in pursuing.”
Soon the Efuru fund ballooned as a result of the monies accumulated from
the commercial taxi and bus businesses. Initially the chief priest controlled
the fund, but after much negotiation with the grown children of Efuru,

- who demanded to control their femiale father's money, these children were

allowed to control the monies accrued from the transportation end of the

Efuru enterprise.”” Councilor Christopher Nwiyi oversaw this fund, and .
he was the one who paid school fees for all school aged Efuru children.®?"
Economic clout was ‘not all that was accorded Efuru descendants, her

worshipers and especially Efuru children enjoyed considerable political
advantage in the (then) Anambra State.” Their political power derived

from the sheer number of inhabitants who traced their lineage back fo .

_fenale husband and father Efuru. These individuals often stood for politi-
“cal office and were elected by other Efuru believers,”* One such person

was Christopher Nwiyi, businessman and councilor in the (now defunct)

Anambra State government. ' '
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“My name is Chr’i‘stdpher Nwiyi, now théy tell me
that I cannot go by that name”:* The words of an
Efuru Son o

I interviewed Christopher Nwiyi, businessman, councilor, and Efuru

. son on November 11, 1998, ten years after Efuru had supposedly been

destroyed by the Anambra State government, It was at once obvious to me

. that the govérnment had really done very little to change the mindset of

 the people who believed in and worshiped Efuru. It was equally clear that
.. ‘Efuru was still worshiped, albeit in hiding. The man who stood before me,
- . with his right hand extended in greeting, introduced himself as Christo-

pher Nwiyi, son of Efuru. After we had exchanged pleasantries and I told

.. him what I was after, he got comfortable and then spent the next three
and one half hours speaking to me about culture, tradition and of course

his fermale father and savior, the goddess Efuru. Christopher Nwiyi had

~ represented Idoha as a councilor during the Second Republic and the sub-

sequent military regime of Governor Omeruwa. He had held the post for a

_period of eleven years. Mr. Nwiyi was also a member of the Ukehe Chief’s

cabinet — another prestigious position that brought him immeasurable
political clout. But perhaps most important was the fact that Christopher
Nwiyi was the Efuru son who controlled all monies gathered from the
goddess’s.commercial transportation business. He was a well dressed, soft

~ spoken- man in his mid to late fifties who drove a relatively brand new

Peugeot 504 car. ' ' '

~ Below are extended excerpts from our conversation. He first spoke
cogently about the necessity to preserve what he called Igbo culture and
tradition, and then went on to talk about Efuru worship, community and
her “destruction.” Hear his words: '

If you come to Ukehe, the people of Ukehe say that there is
no more culture and tradition, . . Why I am saying this is that

- the people are saying that there should be no culture and tradi-
tion. Our Odo * masquerade is going to,arrive on Saturday -
before Afer Sunday. But Christians are saying that it will not
happen. This is not custom and tradition. It is you people who
are attending school and are well educated that benefit from
culture and tradition, not us, who are illiterate. We do not derive

* any benefit from the system. Nobody that is well educated will

-speak in favor of destroying culture, custom and tradition.
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He also spoke to me about the origin of the use of water pots to worship
and personify Efuru, providing more clarity to a point already made by
chief priest Okolo: -~~~ : L N o :

T am sure you have heard, there was a period when Idoha was
flooded. And so, Efuru told Idoha people that when this thing
[the flood] happens, they must not come out at night. Before
the flooding happened, there was heavy rain. Efuru told them
that wher the water has gathered, they should keep a pot of it
for her. .

Asarticulated by Christopher Nwiyi and G.I. Okolo, Efuru was represented
by both water and cooking pots, a fact that situated the great goddess as
provider of the two most important facets of life — food and water, For
without these two forms of nourishment, human life would cease to exist.

Efuru was also credited with nourishing aged and infertile wombs.

Christopher continues, this time breathing life into the belief that Efuru .

answers prayers, granting children to childless individuals:

A man and a woman...from Amugu Idoha...kept the pot and -
drank from it. In the morning, the man .. .and his wife who was .
old became pregnant and gave birth to Omewo...It was Omewo
that she bore first. People started to ask the question, “how is

it that someone who is old has begotten a child?” “How is it
that someone who is old has begotten a child?” She also bore
Nnejiumuoka. She bore two sons. . :

In the next few pardg’raphs Christopher Nw'iyir,speaké about the deep-

seated conflict between Ukehe and Idoha, which allowed Ukebe to steal -

away Idoha citizens during the slave trade period and which would even-
tually lead to the so-called destruction of the Efuru shrine in 1988:

In the past, a person stronger than you would sell you off ¥
...But we [Tdoha] became more populous than Ukehe. And
T was the councilor. I was the first councilor Idoha produced.
We are the people that opened up Igbo-Etiti. We and Ugwu
Onyishi opened up Igbo-Etiti, -

Indeed Christopher Nwiyi had himself benefited immensely from the
- political advantage that the Efuru community possessed as a result of their
large population. But he had also given back to the community, serving
them well as councilor for eleven years. He continues: -
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~ During this time that I am telling you, we did not encounter
any problems with the Ukehe people, besides, they were no

* longer stronger than us [because of Efuru]. They therefore could
not defeat us. In terms of population, we were more in number
than them. You hear what I am saying? We were more densely
populated than them. The cause of all of this {trouble] arose as
a result of disagreement. It went like this: one day the people of
Idoha decided they were no longer part of Ukehe.

The disagreement that Christopher Nwiyi refers to here, was the resolve

of Idoha people to extricate themselves from being an Ukehe vassal - an
_ action which would have occurred sometime between the mid to the last
.+ quarter of the nineteenth century, after Efuru had been secured — and one

which as you will see, would propel Ukehe to start plotting the downfall of

' the said deity Efuru. He continues:

We had had our own chief before, and we wanted to have our
own chief [again]. So we decided to follow the rest of the Igéo
Irinabo. If you come to our place [Idohz], the people we call the
. Igho Iranabo are Aku, Ukehe, then after Aku and Ukehe, the rest
of the twelve communities that make up today’s Igbo-Etiti...of
which Idoha pulled out of Ukehe. You see, before, before, this
place was called and addressed as Ukehe/Idoha,”
And so this place we are in [Idoha] pulled out from Ukehe’s
control and indicated their willingness to join the smaller com-
- munities, The twelve communities are Ohebe, Ochima, Ikolo,
" Umuna, Umunko, Diobu, Ekwegbe, Ozalla, Oyoko, Idoha,
- Igweme, and Ohodo. These are the twelve communities...Thus,
the people of Ukehe decided within themselves to deal with
Idoh_a . 1% After...Idoha joined the Igbo Irinabo, Ukehe started
trying to demolish Efuru, - ‘
It took many, many, many years for them to demolish our’
goddess, If you came to Ukehe during that time, the whole
~ town was dominated by Christians...There was no culture and
tradition, When the demolition had taken place, the chairman
- of the panel that passed judgment on Efuru promised that all
Efuru children would be sent to school. The chairman was
Justice [M.O.] Nweze. Now whether it was Ukehe people who
. demolished Efuru or the government, they told us that our chil-
- dren would be sent to school. But today, nothing has happened,
the children are suffering. If it had been then, I would have
- known my position and the condition I would have been in.'™
" But now my situation has changed... If you have any confusion,
you can ask questions. ' ‘

121



Since Christopher Nﬁriyi had already related the factors that led up to the
“destruction” of Efuru to me, and how the Anambra State government
had reneged on its prbfnise to send all of the Efuru children to school,‘I
used Nwiyi’s invitation to ask him to elaborate on the effect of the govern-
ment decree on Efuru descendants. In the following passage, Christopher
describes the communal nature of the Efuru community and how each
Efuru descendant looked out for their people. '

1, myself, I am comfortable, but many are suffering. Yes, before,
before...we were living together and helping orie another out.
But with The Panel decision that each person should go to their
mother’s house, the [Efuru} Community Unions are no more.
There used to be a time when we owned a fleet of vehicles, the

What I am saying is that the government promised to send our
~children to school, but that promise is not forthcoming. They
forced them to take back their original names and promised to
train them. There are some of my people who will not be able to

own a palm tree in their so-called mother’s home [as a result of

the government’s action].! If someone is in this situation, he
can easily take to robbery in order to make ends meet.

Our people do not have access to our lands. Look at all this
land [gesticulating], it has all gone to waste, But what happened
is that God helped me and T acquired some land of my own, I
bought some land. My house is up there [pointing]. I bought
some land. And no one can demolish it. If you have any more

questions, go ahead and ask.

vehicles were called Qji Ofp Ga-Ana—“An Upright Person Will -

Never Be Harmed.” Yes, there was a time when we owned a
fieet of buses and we used these vehicles to help ourselves com-
munaily. The members of Efuru community built a support.ive
relationship, but because of The Panel and White Paper which

At this juncture, I pointedly ask a question'ablout the actions taken by

“the community to subvert the destruction of Efuru. “What, if anything,

did the community do to try to stop the government’s action?” I inquired. -

- Nwiyi talked candidly about this and then answered questions about Efuru

~ disbanded us and told us to go to our mother’s kinsmen, we
have disintegrated, we no longer have any communal ownership
of these things. ...Our vehicles are no longer existing, but that
is not the only issue...what has happened to Efuru’s property?
No one wants to ask these questions.

'The government’s charge that all Efuru children return to their mother’s -

lineages and take back their mother’s names was actually in ke:eping Whh
Igbo customary norms which maintained that in cases where children were
born out of a marriage union those children belonged to th.e mot-hcr and
would consequently bear her name. Therefore, with one swift action, the

. Anambra State government declared Efiiru unions null and void. What.

the government however did not carefully take into c_onsiderati,on was
exactly how these returnee children would fit into their mothcr. s com-
munities, given the stress on already diminished landed resources in tl.ngs\f:
natal villages. It would appear that the government thrc')u.g.h their actions
had unwittingly forced these communities into a matrilineal mode of
inheritance — something unheard of in these northern Igbo parts — and
something that the communities refused to uphold. -

But this was not the only problem facing Efuru children. Somethi‘ng
else that gnawed at Christopher's nerves was the government’s promise

to educate all Efuru children, an issue that Nwiyi returned to half way

through his lament:
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- religion and worship:

When they were agitating for the demolition of Efuru’s shrine,
I engaged the services of Barrister Ajogu, until they [i.e. Ukehe
Churistians] confused him. They accused him of suppertirig the
devil's work when he is a Christian and he left and did not come
again. o o

Efuru sometimes demands a cow...The demand of the deity
depends on the gravity of the crime... A person killed by Efuru

would be revealed through A diviner. One sign of Efuru’s anger
on people is the enlargement'qf the stomach. Such a person is

expected to confess their evil deeds while they are still alive. As

you know, when somebody is about to die, diviners are con-

sulted to find out whether the person has offended Efuru. It

- is through divination that a remedy can be sought to save the

person...In the past, in this town, when someone died, before

. anybody was even allowed to cry and before that person was
_buried, the services of a diviner would be sought. This was to
. understand the circumstances of death, whether or not the indi-
- vidual should be buried. Sometimes, the condition [the person
is inflicted] will stipulate that before that person is buried, a cow.
“should be taken to Efuru. In some instances, the deity will not
 request anything other than the corpse of the person, and that
- nobody would be allowed to cry. When this order was given, it
‘was complied with. ‘ o ‘
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I concluded iy interview by asking Christopher Nwizi whether in fact
Efuru had truly been destroyed. Christopher answered, “Nobody sacrifices
to Efuru again... Besides, at the mere mention of Efuru’s name, tl‘1e gov-
ernment will arrest you.” Christopher then paused, and lowczrcd h.ts. voice
in what seemed like a conspiratorial tone, and continued: Y:,)u did not
hear this from me, but some people sacrifice to Efuru in secret. In answer
to my follow-up question of how widespread this practice ‘n}1ght be, Chns-
‘topher shrugged, then asked, “Am I living in other people’s houses? They

do it in the privacy of their houses.” I coitld not help but wonder whether -

Christopher was in fact one of those people.

Ifeoma’s story: An Event L"e"ading'Up to the
“Destruction” of Efu-rum . -

On July 19. 1987 Michael Awoyinfa, senior writer for e Nigferian
Coticord newspaper penned a sensational front page news story entitled,
“Girl Escapes Marriage to Deity.” On the same page was a picture of a
beautiful young Igbo gitl certainly no more than twelve or thirteen years
old. The caption underneath her picture read “Little Ifeoma.”In marty ways
Little Ifeoma’s story was a precursor — the straw that broke the camel'’s back
- that ignited an already simmering flame and propelled -the. Az}ambra
State government to take decisive action against Efuru. Awoyinfa’s front
page story began, “In a small village of Ukehe in Anambra State, a pretty

young primary school girl is now living in refuge in 2 Roman Catholic

mission after escaping from being offered in marriage to a lf)cal deity
called Efuru, ' The writer was not clear on exactly how Little Miss Ifeoma
had escaped, but, hie was quick to-propose two probable scenarios. The ﬁ‘l_.’St
involved her running away from a parental envoy leading her to-thc: s?nne
of Efuru in order, as he related, to “settle a dispute with the delt-y. 1% The
other had 4 Cafiflolic' priest instead intercept the envoy. Awoy.mfa: then
elaborated on the history of marriage to Efuru. “Hundreds of §1rls in the
village of Ukehe and Idoha who have been marriecl to Efuru,” he wrote,
“are now outcasts who can never wed any man in their lifetime. At Idoha
where the deity’s shrine is located theré is a colony where the wives of
Efuru live. They all bear the surname of [Nw]Iyi."% )
Awoyinfa was able to secure an interview with Efuru chief priest G.I.
~ Okolo, who reiterated the fact that Efuru protected the people of Idoha
from “the people of Ukehe in the days of slavery when the Ukehes came to
take their land and kidnapped its people.”” He denied any knowledge of
little Miss Ifeoma’s plight and instead restated. the role that Efuru played
and continued to play in the life of Idoha. “From time immemorial Efuru
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¢ has been our protector,” the high priest explained. “What the Christians
- - are doing now is to expose us [to] the mercy of our enemies. The most
~ annoying thing is that I am being labeled a5 someone who kills human
- beings for sacrifice. It is not true. I am not happy over the allegation, We
don't kill human beings, we worship Efuru in the normal way. We use
animals and kolanuts.”% Awoyinfa then directed his energies to the crux
. of the matter ~ providing a probable explanation for why Ukehe Christians
- wished to see Efuru destroyed. “The Christians in the two villages are not
-happy over the extent to which Efuru deity is exerting influence on their
- community,” he wrote. “They want Efuru destroyed and the wives made
free to marry.”® This wish to see Efuru destroyed would eventually be
~ realized seven months to the day later, when the Anambra State Gov-
. ernment in the small hours of the morning sent a military convoy to the
“house of the chief priest of Efuru and forced him to bring out all the ritual
.instruments of Efuru worship as well as all the paraphernalia that gave her
- power. The events that followed have become engraved in the hearts and
- minds of Efuru worshipers, who could do nothing but watch as their place
of worship and community was bulldozed into rubble.

“The Actual “D estruction” of Efuru |

On February 17, 1988 Colonel Robert Nnaemeka Akonobi, military
governor of Anambra State, pronounced the societies of Idoha and Ukehe
“responsible for...the promotion, organization, operation, execution,
~management, control [and] propagation of the affairs of the Efuru cult
- [and]...the furtherance...of the practices of the said cult...” He declared
these “societies dangerous to the good government of Anambra State of
‘Nigeria.”"!® Articles three and four of the report he commissioned banned
“the “worship or-invocation, in any form whatsoever, at Idoha, Ukehe or in
any other place in Anambra State of Nigeria, of the Efuru deity...” as well as
- the “making, use or possession of any article or thing whatsoever associated
- with the Efuru deity or the worship thereof...”™"! This government notice

would pave the way for the actual “destruction” of Efury two days later. On
- February 19 combined forces of armed soldiers and mobile police were said
“to'have descended on Ezi Idoha in'the wee hours of the morning.!? The
- waited three hours until 8-2.m., at which time their bulldozer leveled the
- Efuru shrine to the ground. Efura worshipers and observers had taken bets
on the horrors that would surely befall anyone who dared commit such a
sacrilegious act against Efuru’s shrine, However, witnesses were shocked to
- discover that the goddess who had been so feared seemingly did nothing to
~avenge the desecration of her shrine. The soldiers came and went, instruct-
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ing practitioners to carry to their vehicles all the paraphernalia of Efuru

worship. It seemed as though these men of the gun were afraid to touch

. any of rEfuru’s ritual instruments, .

The reason the Anambra State government gave for its action was its . -

intent to right centuries of wrongdoing andrelease all Efuru descendants
from the chokehold of “slavery.” In keeping with this promise the govern-
ment vowed that all Efuru children would be given a government-paid
education, and instructed that all Efuru wives and children were to be
received in their mother’s natal villages and accorded all rights and. privi-
leges due returnee sons.'* However the government did not fulfill its lofi':y
promises, Not only did they fail to compensate the now “free” Efuru ded:t-
catees and descendants who had previously owned land and businesses in
-Idoha;'what was more, they did not enforce the provision of inherit’a.n?e
that they had committed to these returnees once they returned to their
motherlands. Yet, the biggest complaint of Efuru descendants by far was

that government had not made good on its promise to provide free educa-

tion for Efuru children. Efuru son Christopher Nwiyi, now Nwokolo, thus
lamented: “Look at me. I was somebody in Idoha, a Councilman. Now
they call me a slave to my face. Now I am 2 nobody.”*

Conclusion

The transatlantic slave trade had far-reaching consequences for.slavery
in the Biafran hinterland, With the soaring of the international slave trade

on the coast, the very nature of slavery in the Igbo hinterland changed. This

period also ushered in new slave systems that had not previously e:dst-ed
in the Igbo interior — slave systems that were necessitated by the reality
on the coast — a reality that commanded the forced removal of Igbo souls

from the interior in order to feed the burgeoning market on the coast.

"This forced migration occasioned by incessant slave .ra;i(f'lin'g and kidnap-
ping would lead to the pillaging of the interior societies in its wa.ke. These
now-weakened corhmunities were unable to meet their defensive needs
and therefore sought protection from their stronger and more poPulous
neighbors, creating opportunities for these societies to demand and in turn
receive tribute from these weaker societies in return for their promised

protection. A vassal/feudal lord-type relationship emerged, which further

weakened the already fragile and depopulated communities. Yet the Igbo

have sayings that: onye ma echi? and echi di ime — “who knows tomorr_.o_w?”
and “tomorrow is. pregnant.” In time, these convictions Wogld be reahzed,‘
as the dependent populations resolved that they had in fact had crllough
and sought redress — recompense that often came through the creation of
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a supernatural protector spirit, This is what happened in the Igbo Irianbo
section of Nsukka Division, Once it was clear that Idoha had sought and
in turn created a supernatural protector in the person of Efuru, her tor-
menter-nation Ukehe was forced to retreat. Idohas action was in keeping
with the Igho tradition of creating new deities to serve specific societal
needs. The new deities thus constructed immediately got to work doing
what they had been created to do — which, in the Idoha case, was to protect
and repopulate society. Nsukka history is in fact replete with accounts that

- bear testament to this very tradition ~ a tradition of deity goddesses who

‘marry women, and establish autonomous communities of igherema and

- their descendants committed entirely to their parent divinity. The wives

-~ and descendants of the said deities actually occupied an enhanced social
. - space, which bore little semblance to the received perception of the posi-
 tion of slaves in most societies, However, to say that these women were not

enslaved would be to miss the point — deity wives were indeed betrothed to
their fémale spirit husbands in marriage relationships — igo mma ogo — that

- prevented them from establishing amorous relationships with desirable

men that could lead to matrimony. “When Deities Marry,” thus assumes

the challenge of unpacking the where, the whys and the how-comes of
- human-to-spirit dedication in Northern Igboland.

'NOTES

1. Nsukka is the fourth largest division in Igboland. Situated at the extreme
 north of Igboland, it has common boundaries with Igala and Akpoto
. country. Its population mirrors this borderland relationship in the diversity
~of its ethnic make-up — Igbo, Akpoto and Igala.
'The law in question wasg iquo,'ted\.in “Section 369(2) of the Criminal Code
(Slave-dealing)” Nigerian National Archives, Enugu [henceforth NAE] OP:
- 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. No. NS: 619/7 9% Mazrch, 1935. Letter to The
. Resident, Onitsha Province, Onitsha from The Divisional Office, Nsukka,
. Paragraph 1 page 1.
NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. No. NS: 619/7 9t March, 1935.
*Letter to The Resident, Onitsha Province, Onitsha from The Divisional
. Office, Nsukka, paragraph 1, page 1. . ' ‘
.- 'NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. No. NS: 619/7 9t March, 1935,
-+ Letter to The Resident, Onitsha Province, Onitsha from The Divisional
- Office, Nsukka, paragraph 2 and 3, page 1.
- Inmy writing, I put the term “slave”and “slavery”in quotes in reference to the
indigenous Igbo system of “slavery,” which was not only more benign than

chattel slavery, but was also at times empowering to the so-called enslaved
individuals, ‘
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lNAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. No. NS: 619/7 9% March, 1935. .

Letter to The Resident, Onitsha Province, Onitsha from The Divisional
Office, Nsukka, paragraph 5, page 2. :

NAE, OP 1322/10, ONDIST 12/1/873. 6 March, 1936, Letter fror.n W.
H. Lloyd Resident, Onitsha Province, to "The Secretary, Southern Provinces,

'Enugu, paragraph 1, page 1.

See NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. ‘ .
NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. Undated handwritten “draft [letter]
for typing please.” - o ‘ _

NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. No.1100/16. 13 May, .1955._ Letter
to The Resident, Onitsha Province, Onitsha from The Divisional Office,

Nsukka.

See for instance The Church Missionary Society [henceforth CMS], G3/
Al [Niger Mission Original Papers (incoming)] 1917-1934 I-JA, Mr. &

Mirs. Joseph Wilson-Jackson, “Annual Letter” The Niger Diocese, Nsukka
Station, Enugu District, August 1934, page 3, pacagraph 3; CMS G3/A3 O
[Niger Mission Original Papets (incoming)], no. 58, CMS Niger Mission

- Minutes Of Exccutive Committee July 1927, “Report of Enugwu District

Jalf-Year ending June 30% 1927,” signed by 1. E. Ejindu; CMS G3/A3 O

- [Niger Mission Original Papers (incoming)], no. 67, Appendix 2 District

Reports, CMS Niger Mission “Enugwu District Report of Half Year ending
June 30%1930,” signed by H. H. Daws (Superintendent} 53 July 1930..

Christopher Nwiyi [now Nwakolo], Efuru child, interview with author, tape -

recording, Ukehe, 11 November 1998. _

In the Nsukka dialect o_f'Igbo, the letter “r”in “sr” which is a southern Igbo
derivative, becomes the letter “h” as in “ohn.” _

The Nsukka Ohu mmadu and obu are refereed to as oru in southern Igbo-
land. N : _

Nwando Achebe, Fuarmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings: Female P.awer and
Authority in Northern Igboland, 1900-1960. (Portsmopth, NH: Heinemann,
2005),pp.72-73. -

1 use. the Nsukka term for this institution in my article.

Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings, pp. 72-73. ‘

NAE, OP: 1322, ONDIST-12/1/873. Handwritten notes signed by C.C.,
patagraphs 1 and 2, page 21. . o :

Folu Ogundimu, personal communication with author, August 11, 2006.
Bridget Teboh, personal communication with author, De;ember, 12, 2005,
Mark Wisdom, The Trokosi Systém. (Accra: Mercury Press Ltd, 2001), p. 3.
T will use the Nsukka term for this institution in my article.

In Moghamoland these individuals are called fweik nwighe, i.c. wives of the
deity. Bridget Teboh, personal communication with author, December 12,

2005. D L
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’

. Fredrick -Ifea‘nyi. Onmiegoha, The Efuru Défizy and the Government of the Former
Anambra State of Nigeria (Enugu: Martin-King and Partners, 1991), p. 20.
.- The villages that make up this section are as follows: Ukehe, Ochima, Aku,

Ohebe Ikolo, Umuna, Umunke, Oyoko, Idoha, and Ohodo. See Christopher
Nwiyi interview, 1998. The village group Ukehe is of particular significance.
NAE OP 1029 ONPROF 8/1/4724,]. Barmby, “Intelligence Report on the

 Villages of Ukehe, Onyoho, Ochima, Ikolo, Aku, Ohebe, Umuna, Ngalakpu,

Umunku and Idoha, Nsukka Division,” pp. 2-3. :

. The interwar period was a period of great fighting between Nsukka com-

munities to secure more land for themselves, occurring primarily during the

" seventeenth century and intensifying during and after the abolition of the
* Atlantic slave trade, See Achebe, Farmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings.

Several valuable interviews were published by Ignatius Sunday Ozoeme in
“The Origin, Migration, Settlement and Inter-Group Relations of Ukehe

" Before 1900,” (B.A. 'Ihesis,-:H-is'tory Department, University of Nigeria,
- Nsukka, June 1981). His informants included Chief Anthony A. Nwodo at
- Uwele-Amokofia, Ukehe, 23 July 1980 (p. 74}, Odi Nwelechi at Uwele-Onu

Omani Shrine, Ukehe, 28 July 1980 (p. 85), Obute Odo (Igwurube Oha) at
Umuabaka, Ukehe, 12 August 1980 (p. 87), Chief Michael O. Ozoeme at
Uwele-Amokofia, Ukehe, 22 August 1980 (p. 96), Obugunu Nweziyi, Priest
of Efuru goddess, at Umuikpagu, Ezi-Idoha, 22 August 1980 (p. 100), Hya-

: . cinth Eziyi, second heir to priesthood of Efuru, at Umuikpagu, Ezi-Idoha,

22 August 1980 (p. 100), John Emy1, third heir to priesthood of Efuru, at

++ Umuikpagu, Ezi-Idoha, 22 August 1980 (p. 100), and Alexander Onyem-

echi Eze, at Amokpuhu-Umunko, 29 August 1980 (p. 104). See also Eugene
Ariogba, “Efuru Deity in Ukehe: Worship and Destruction” (B.A. Thesis,

. Department of Religion, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, January 1998), p. 9.

NAE OP 1029 ONPROF 8/1/4724,]. Barmby, “Intelligence Report on the
Villages of Ukehe, Onyoho, Ochima, Tkolo, Aku, Ohebe, Umuna, Ngalakpu,
Umunku and Idoha, Nsukka Division,” p. 6. In Ozoeme, “Ukehe before
1900,” see the testimonies of Obute Odo (p. 87); Chief Michael O. Ozoeme

~ (p- 96); Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth Eziyi and John Eziyi (p. 100),

and Okoro Nwodo (Nwomegonyoho) interviewed at Onyoho, 1 September
1980 (p. 106). See also Ariogba; “Efuru Deity,” p. 10.

Ozoeme (“Ukehe Before 1900”) again provides useful interviews; informants
who supplied information relevant here included Odo Egboka Inyinya at

Amackwefu, Ukehe, 22 July 1980 (p. 71); Peter Nwiyi [Efuru child], at
- Amaekwefu, Ukehe, 22 July 1980 (p. 71); see also Chief Anthony A, Nwodo

(p. 74), Obute Odo (p. 87}, and Alexander Onyemechi Eze (p. 104).

. Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 96 (Chief Michael O, Ozoeme).
.- Ihid.; pp. 74 (Chief Anthony A. Nwodo) and 87 (Obute Odo).

Omegoha, Tbe Efuru Deity, p. 58, Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 11 and Ozoeme,

" __._f‘Ukehe'Bef_qre 1900,” pp. 85 (Odi Nwelechi), 88 (Obute Odo), 99 (Chief
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Hyacinth Eziyi). :
G.N.Ikeoha interview with Eugene Ariogba at Amadim-Ukehe, 14 Decem-
ber 1997, in Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 11.

- Anambra State of Nigeria, Government White Paper on the Report of the

Worship of Efuru Deity Judicial Commission of Inquiry, 1987, finding 7.01;
Chief Michael O. Ozoeme in Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 96 and Sir
Festus O, Aroh, interview with author, tape recording, Ukehe, 11 November
1998. o :

A word about the Igbo pantheon is necessary at this juncture. Igbo religious
pantheon was flexible and fluid and thus Igbo people were known to create
new god/desses to join the pantheon and in turn do away with deities. that
had exhausted their usefulness. It would appear that the people of Idoha had
in fact created z deity to suit their need.

Omegoha, Tbe Efiuru Deity, p. 7; Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 85 (Odi
Nwelechi). o : '

Omegoha, The Efuru Deﬁjy, pp. 17-21; Sir Festus O. Aroh, interview, 1998,

Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 12, - :

Anambra State of Nigeria, Government White Paper on the Report of

the Worship of Efuru Deity Judicial Commission of Inquiry, 1987, finding
7.01. - ‘ S ‘

Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900, p. 99 (Chief Michael O. Ozoem;-); Sir Festus
Q. Asoh, interview, 1998. : . -
Omegoha, The Efirru Deity, pp. 17-21. ‘

The other victim Ugwu was assigned to another deity Ugwu Amokofia
Ukehe. See Omegoha, The Efuru Deity, p. 23; Sir Festus O. Aroh, interview,
1998; Ariogha, “Efuru Deity,” p. 18. '

Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” pp. 18-19. N

Anambra State of Nigeria, Government White Paper on the Report of
the Worship of Efuru Deity Judicial Commission of Inquiry, 1987, finding
7.01. ‘ ‘ : C
Omegoha, The Efuru Deity, p. 58; Ariogba, “Efuru Dei'ty,” p. 19,

Omegoha, The Efuru Deity, p.60. L :

Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 19.

P. O. Ugwu, interview with Frederick Iféa.nyi Omegoha,. The Effuru Deity, p. .

2. - .
G.I. Okolo, high priest of Efuru interview with Eugene Ariogba, Ezi-Idoha,
19 December 1997; “Efuru Deity,” p. 11. ' '

0. E. Aneke interview with Frederick Ifeanyi Omegoha, The Efuru Deity, pp.
30-31. o : .
Omegoha, Tke Efuru Deify, p.29. -

Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” pp. 99 (Chief Michael O, Ozoeme) and 100 |

-~ {Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth Eziyi and John Eziyi). -
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. Ethel Amaka Eze, “Efuru Cult and Human Dignity,” (B.A.'Ih.esié, Depart-

ment of Religion, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, June 1989), p. 30.

. Ibid,p.31.

Omegoha, 77e Eﬁm Deizy, pp. 24-25.

. Tbid. - - :
- Many thanks to Professor Chinua Achebe for helping me deconstruct the

meanings of the words. Chinua Achebe, telephone conversation with the
author, 4 January 2008. '
Description of Efuru shrine gathered from Ariogba, ¢ ity,”
furu sori | _ gba, “Efuru Deity,” pp. 11-
12. See also, Eze, Efuru Cult,” pp. 2-3. When I visited in 1998, the shrine
had already been destroyed, but I did see her beautiful waterfal and spring,

G. 1. Okolo interview with Ethel Amaka Eze, Ezi-Idoha. 2 ;
“Efuru Cult,” p. 15. » Lai-ldoha, J?.nuary 1989 in

(Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth Eziyi and John Eziyi); Ariogba, “Efuru
Deity,” p. 17. S :
Omegoha, Z2e Efuru Deiry, p, 15; Christopher Nwiyi inferview, 1998.
Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 100 (Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth

. Eziyi-and John Eziyi).
~ Eze, “Efuru Cult,”p. 15,
. Ibid, p. 40, |

Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900, p- 100 (Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth

- Eziyi and John Eziyi),
- Omegoha, Tte Efuru Deity, p. 54; Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 23,

Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 100 {Odo Obuy Nweziyi i
e Johm By p gunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth

. ‘,Or?legohé,ribe Efuru Deity, p. 21; Sir Festus O. Aroh, interview, 1998;
-Artogba, “Efiru Deity,” p. 17, ‘ . ’

- Sir Festus O. Aroh, interview, 1§98. ,
- Omegoha, Tk Efuru Deity, p. 21; Sir Festus O. Aroh, interview, 1998,

Omegoha, T2 Efuru Deity, p. 21; Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900, p. 99

(Chief Michael O. Ozoeme). -

Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900,” p. 100 {Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hyacinth

 Eziyi and John Eziyi.); Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,”p. 18.

Eze, “Efuru Cult,”p. 40, .

. Did,p.4. |

Omegoha, Tbe Efuru Deity p 21; Ozoeme, “Ukehe Before 1900, |
cgoha, , p- 21; ) )" pp. 96
(C!u.ef Michael O, Ozoeme) and 100 (Odo Obugunu Nweziyi, Hysginth
Eziyi and John Eziyi); Ariogba, “Efuru Deity,” p. 21,
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Eze, “Efuru Cult,”p. 38.
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