
Sometime during the last few months 
of the year 1923,1 an Aro man was said 
to have led some Umunka people of 

Nsukka Division, whom he met at Amokwe, 
Enugu Division “to Ezira to obtain a charm 
against thieves and leopards.”2 The reason for 
this journey was to meet with Mgbafor-Ezira, 
the awe-inspiring priestess of Onyiliora,3 an 
oracle also known as Nwachukwu,4 Nke-
mdilim5 and Adachukwu.6 The encounter, 
recorded by W. H. Lloyd, District Officer of 
Nsukka Division, in a memorandum to F. P. 
Lynch, District Officer of Awka Division, is 
worth reproducing here. “The men” we are 
informed:

…[w]ent through Achi and across the 
MMAM, through OBUNKA and 
finally to a town … called EZIRA. Here 
they found the woman, who after grate-
fully accepting their gifts,7 told them 
to follow this ARO back and he would 
plant the medicine in their town which 
would cure all ills. This they did and on 
arrival home, the ARO went all around 
their jujus, murmuring certain incanta-
tions [then] finally going away, telling 
them everything would now be right 
with the town. A few days after[,] the 
leopard appeared and their young men 
so bucked with the power of the new 
juju, sallied forth and shot him. …[T]he 
coincidence made them very certain 
about the powers of their new Juju.
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	 UMUNKU (sic)…town[s] 
[people]…state they have been looking 
for the ARO man since to give him his 
kola[,]8 also to give him the paws and 
heart of the leopard for MBWAFOR 
(sic) which she claims, but cannot find 
him. 9

Beyond this description, Lloyd, towards the 
end of the document, reflects on the possible 
place and function of Onyiliora, a deity that 
he not only patronizingly refers to as a “juju,” 
but reduces to a “money-making” enterprise: 
“[t]he Chiefs say that the juju is ante (sic) 
Chief and ante (sic) Government, but I see 
nothing to suggest that it is. It is apparently a 
pure money-making concern…”10

In a separate memorandum, this time 
from District Officer Lynch to E. C. Palmer, 
Resident of Onitsha Province, written one 
month and two days later, Lynch works to lay 
to rest any lingering colonial fears about the 
priestess or her powers by describing her as 
being so “depressed…since her release [from 
colonial prison]”11 that she had “not even 
taken the trouble to sweep the shrine.”12 He 
continues his assessment a few sentences later, 
again taking much too lightly Mgbafor’s influ-
ence and authority by suggesting that “[t]he 
destruction of the [Onyiliora sacred] tree and 
compound and the removal of Mgbafo (sic) 
to the house of some relation would probably 
put an end to her vocation.”13 

However, as history would later bear 
witness, Lloyd and Lynch had most griev-
ously underestimated Mgbafor’s muscle. For 
approximately a month after her release from 
colonial prison, the colonial government 
would be embroiled in a charged fisticuff with 
Mgbafor, whose might was being felt as far 
north as Ochima, Nsukka Division, where she 
was accused of inciting a revolt, in the wake 
of which Assistant Commissioner of Police, 
Major G. L. D. Rewcastle, D.S.O., M.C. lay 
dead. Drawing on oral evidence, as well as the 
particularly rich and somewhat dense colo-

nial sources on these histories, “Murder in 
Ochima,” details the life and times of Priest-
ess Mgbafor-Ezira, the workings of her deity 
Onyiliora, a.k.a. Nwachukwu, and seeks to 
unpack the events that led up to the death of 
Assistant Commissioner of Police, Major G. 
L. D. Rewcastle.	

The C alling of Mgbafor-Ezira, 
Priestess of Onyiliora

A bit of background on the events that 
connect the histories of Mgbafor, Onyiliora/
Nwachukwu and Major Rewcastle is neces-
sary at this point. Years before the British 
sounded the fanfare that preceded empire, in 
the town of Ezira, a daughter was being born 
to Oleka and Nweche Ume. Her name was 
Mgbafor-Nweche and the year was around 
1860.14 In keeping with the tradition of the 
time, the child Mgbafor took the name of her 
mother;15 but she would later become known 
as Mgbafor-Ezira, the priestess of Onyiliora, 
a powerful male deity, whose power and influ-
ence held sway all over Igboland including 
areas of the Niger Delta.16 

Accounts of Onyiliora’s origin recorded in 
various versions of indigenous as well as colo-
nial knowledge confirm that the deity existed 
as far back as people could remember. Accord-
ing to one colonial government source, Ony-
iliora was “an institution of some antiquity in 
Ezira”17—an institution which was categori-
cally linked to the “practice of communicat-
ing with the spirits of the dead...”18 Onyiliora 
was said to have two sons—Omelichibe19 
and Ezemenyiba20—subordinate deities with 
whom clients were expected to request audi-
ence, and appease, before they could go before 
their father.21

The first Onyiliora priestess in living 
memory was a woman by the name of Nwai-
feofulu—“this child is a new thing.” Nwaifeo-
fulu was from the village of Umuaboka, Ezira, 
and married a man from Uhuala, Ezira; the 
original home of Onyiliora deity. Nwaifeo-
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fulu proved to be a good, obedient and hard 
working woman and wife, whose deeds did 
not go unnoticed by the deity.  Onyiliora con-
sequently granted her and her people favor by 
offering the management of his sacred pool, 
mmili Onyiliora, to Nwaifeofulu—a respon-
sibility that could only be undertaken by a 
daughter of Umuaboka.22 

Onyiliora’s second remembered priestess 
was Nwogo.23 She was said to have served her 
deity long and well, finally joining the world 
of the ancestors around the first decade of the 
twentieth century.24 The office of Onyiliora’s 
priestess then lay vacant for three years follow-
ing Nwogo’s death, waiting for a new priestess 
to be called to the service of the great deity. 

To be sure, Mgbafor-Nweche, who was 
famed for her irresistible beauty became one of 
the most sought after maidens in Umuaboka. 
It was, therefore, not surprising that she would 
quickly be snatched up by one of the most 
eligible bachelors of the time, one Ukagbara 
from Isulo, a neighboring town about a mile 
away from Ezira. Her future husband’s family 
performed all of the necessary customary mar-
riage obligations and then she was led to her 
new home, iduna uno, by the young women of 
her age-grade. In a 1973 interview with Rev-
erend Edward Okolo, one of Mgbafor’s oldest 
surviving relatives, Ubanwa, recalled how 
spectacular her iduna uno was. He related that 
the entire town was moved to tears because 
they were sending, onye eji eje mba— “a person 
who is shown off to another town because of 
her beauty,”—to her marital home. What was 
more, the young men of Mgbafor’s town were 
particularly envious of her husband, whom 
they mused had robbed them of the most 
beautiful woman in all of Ezira. This occurred 
in Mgbafor’s eighteenth year.25 

Mgbafor then went on to live a happy 
and fulfilled life with her husband for many 
years. Husband and wife bore two children—
one boy and one girl. Their son’s name was 
Ikeagwuonu, “the mouth is never tired,” and 
their daughter’s name was Onyema, an abbre-

viated form of Onyemaechi which translated 
into “who knows tomorrow?”  And true to 
the expressed wisdom of her given name, the 
young family could not have predicted what 
providence had in stock for them. As a con-
sequence they proved unprepared to handle 
the events that would shake the very fabric of 
their lives. But that would happen many years 
later. Mgbafor and her husband continued to 
live peacefully, until she was called upon to 
serve Onyiliora as priestess.26

Mgbafor’s call to serve Onyiliora was 
nothing short of an enduring mystery. It was 
as though the spirit of Agwu, that god of divi-
nation and prophesy that elevated mortals to 
super-mortal, allowing them to see that which 
humans could not,27 had visited her and she 
accordingly began to prophesy around town, 
foretelling the future. She was under the 
influence of these spirits for months, so that 
she had no control over what she was doing 
or saying. During one of her trances, she 
announced that she had been chosen to serve 
Onyiliora. As a result, the necessary sacrifices 
of initiation had to be observed for her.28

Mgbafor, however, loved and cherished 
her husband and family too much and did not 
wish to leave them, so she rejected the call to 
serve Onyiliora. She would soon neverthe-
less be faced with the costly repercussion of 
her action—the death of her only daughter 
Onyema. A devastated and fearful Mgbafor, 
who had cause to believe that Onyiliora 
might also take her son Ikeagwaonu away, 
grudgingly accepted the deity’s call. But she 
continued to have sexual intercourse with 
her “husband,” not realizing that her call to 
serve Onyiliora essentially betrothed her to 
the deity, thus relegating any sexual encounter 
with her [ex]spouse as adulterous.29

The lovers would meet at Ikpan-
wojukwu—the boundary between Ezira and 
Isulo—to consummate their love. A viciously 
jealous Onyiliora lashed out at Mgbafor 
by inflicting her with boils that covered her 
entire body. His intention was to render her 
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unattractive to her mate. Yet, even so, their 
love was strong and the pair continued to 
meet. Not long after, Mgbafor’s husband 
died. Onyiliora had finally gotten rid of his 
competition. The now tempered deity willed 
the boils that he had inflicted upon Mgbafor 
away. However, the beautiful woman had been 
disfigured for life. The colonial prejudiced, but 
revealing, records coincidentally bear witness 
to this fact. In a January 16, 1924 memoran-
dum from The District Officer of Awka, to 
his Nsukka counterpart, the former describes 
Mgbafor-Ezira as “an offensive looking old 
beast of the female sex…”30 With her lover’s 
premature death, Mgbafor had no other 
choice than to finally commit herself, body 
and soul, to Onyiliora. She took her surviving 
son Ikeagwuonu, and returned to her place of 
birth, Ezira.31

Mgbafor had no formal ordination. 
When she answered the call, all necessary 
sacrifices were made after consultation with 
knowledgeable diviners. Then Mgbafor was 
allowed to enter the house of Onyiliora. The 
act of entering Onyiliora’s house in essence 
meant that she had assumed the office of 
priestess. Thus, her maintenance became the 
charge of all of Ezira. In fact her house had 
been erected by the entire community—each 
village sending workers for that end. There are 
divergent views on how Mgbafor mastered 
her craft. Some believed that she was taught 
how to “see” and prophesy by the spirits of 
the ancestors, who were in essence Onyiliora’s 
agents; while others claimed that Mgbafor 
did not actually “see” the spirits, but rather 
dreamed about them.32

“Onye O, Onye O, Onye Aga O”33—The 
Work of a Priestess

The people of Ezira have a saying that: 
Onyiliora bu agu bata ofia, egwu atuba mgbada, 
“Onyiliora is the leopard that enters the forest 
and scares the hare.”  The wisdom evoked by 
this proverb points to the fact that all other 

deities are subordinate to the power of Ony-
iliora—a legacy that transferred into everyday 
life in Ezira where the populace refers to a 
strong person or masquerade as, agu bata ofia 
egwu atuba mgbada, “the leopard that entered 
the forest and scared the hare.”34 Onyiliora, 
that leopard extraordinaire’s clout was felt far 
and wide. He was worshiped in many parts of 
Igboland—Awka, Agwu, Enugu and Nsukka 
Divisions—across the River Niger to areas 
of the South East as well as the lower parts 
of Northern Nigeria.35 One Chief Nnama 
of Nibo revealed that during the first decade 
of the twentieth century, Onyiliora’s powers 
and influence extended as far as Ogbakiri, 
a town close to present day Port Harcourt 
[Niger Delta], where the deity was very much 
revered.36 

Another adage, Onyiliora nwe mmadu, 
mmadu nwelu Onyiliora, meaning, “Onyiliora 
is the owner of the people and the people own 
Onyiliora” evoked the belief that the deity 
and the town’s people were expected to work 
together for the interest of both.37 In short, 
the link between Ezira the town, and Ony-
iliora was inseparable, and since Mgbafor 
was the only person who could look upon 
Onyiliora’s face and live,38 Ezira people con-
structed her as Mgbafor-Ezira, the priestesses 
of all of Ezira, the name by which she was 
popularly known. 

The worship of Onyiliora, through his 
intermediary Mgbafor, provided the great-
est influence on societal socialization, as all 
aspects of living (such as the pronunciation 
of rites of passage including puberty, mar-
riage and death),39 were interwoven into the 
religion of Onyiliora worship. Mgbafor thus 
became an exceedingly important and power-
ful actor in both the social and religious life of 
the community—a realm controlled entirely 
by Onyiliora. 

Like other priests and priestesses of 
the time, Mgbafor observed various taboos 
expected of intermediaries. She was married 
to her deity, could not mix freely with her 
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townspeople, nor could she consume any 
food prepared by them.40 In addition to this, 
Mgbafor never cut her hair, styling it instead 
with the stems of creeping plants—a choice 
which made her look even more forbidding to 
people who visited her.  

Since Onyiliora was the author of life 
and death, and the only person that could 
mediate between Onyiliora and the people 
was his priestess Mgbafor, she consequently 
became the most important living person in 
Ezira and beyond. George T. Basden provides 
corroborating evidence in his 1921 anthropo-
logical text, Niger Ibos, in which he writes that 
Mgbafor “came to be regarded with almost 
equal veneration as the god himself.” It was 
this reality, according to Basden, that “was the 
secret of her influence and accounts for [her] 
extraordinary power in different parts of the 
county. She was believed in implicitly and she 
practiced the vocation of priestess so long and 
effectively...”41 Thus, Basden unlike the colo-
nial government officials after him was able 
to appreciate the complexities of Mgbafor’s 
power, a point which we will come back to 
shortly.

Mgbafor offered sacrifices for her com-
munity twice a year.42 She did this, stark naked 
before the first cock crow, while attended by 
her two assistants. She would call out in a loud 
voice, onye o, onye o, onye aga o?—“who is there, 
who is there, who goes there?”—a warning 
to alert people not to come out because no 
one could see her in her state of undress and 
live. The belief was that if someone came out 
and “saw” her that person would surely go to 
okuku mmili Onyiliora—the world of the dead 
located in the grove where Onyiliora’s sacred 
pool was situated.

Onyiliora’s duties were as many as they 
were varied. He was sought to solve concerns 
ranging from witchcraft, to thievery, to inter-
village attacks and warfare, to attacks by wild 
animals including, as we have seen, leop-
ards. However the most frequent reason for 
seeking Onyiliora’s counsel was when families 

wanted to find out the cause of death of one 
of their relatives.43  Since the belief was that 
it was only by consulting the oracle that the 
dead would come out to tell the cause of their 
death, people visited Mgbafor in order to hear 
from the departed.44

Mgbafor charged a fee for her services. 
Money45 and animal offerings such as fowls, 
he-goats, sheep, rams and cows were usually 
presented.46 In exceptional cases, human 
beings were offered as living sacrifices to 
the deity.47 The payment usually depended 
on the severity of the case brought before 
the oracle.48 After the payments were made, 
clients were led into the company of Ony-
iliora’s sons, Omelichibe and Ezemenyiba, in 
whose presence additional sacrifices would be 
offered, and the clients could state their cases 
and requests of Onyiliora. As established 
earlier, the great oracle worked through his 
priestess Mgbafor, and their work depended 
on two factors. First, the efficacy of the water 
from the sacred pool, mmili Onyiliora located 
at Onyiliora’s Grove; and second, receiving 
answers from the dead.49

Mgbafor was powerful because human 
life and death were controlled by her oracle, 
Onyiliora. The priestess was believed to see all 
people who were about to die and she could if 
she wanted, beg the spirits to spare the life of 
a given person. She might be so moved if she 
thought that the person about to die was dying 
an unjust death. She was said to come out in 
the dead of night, shouting for all to hear, 
agwo no na akirika—“a snake is in the woods.” 
This was a warning that death was looming 
near. The next morning priests and the town 
elders, aka kpa offors, would seek audience 
with Mgbafor. The purpose of their meeting 
would be to find out if there was anything that 
they could do to avert the death. If there was 
hope, and a deity could be appeased, Mgbafor 
would indicate which deity was responsible 
for the impending calamity and also the nec-
essary sacrifices that would need to be offered 
to pacify the deity.  Many times the sacrifices 
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prescribed would involve the whole town of 
Ezira. Mgbafor would tell what rituals to 
perform to cleanse the town. However, there 
was not always a set prescription to avert a 
death; oftentimes a person’s death was inevita-
ble.50 Thus as the people of Ezira were known 
to say, Mgbafor si na Onyiliora ga-egbu ndi oga 
egbu, rapu ndi oga rapu—“Mgbafor said that 
Onyiliora would kill those that he would kill 
and spare those that he would spare.” In other 
words, any person who was guilty and came 
before Onyiliora would die, and the inno-
cent would be spared.51 Much like the stern 
chastisement—I ga alakwanu na okuku mmili 
Onyiliora, “you will return to the sacred pool 
of Onyiliora”—a badly behaved individual’s 
actions was expected to bring death upon 
him or her, forcing that individual to prema-
turely join the world of the dead at Onyilio-
ra’s Grove. Onyiliora indeed judged rightly.52 
It was this widespread belief—that when a 
person died, they came to dwell in Onyiliora’s 
Grove—that encouraged visitors from far and 
wide, umu oje na mmuo, to consult Onyiliora, 
so that they could “see” and interact with the 
spirits of the dead.53

In cases where relatives were uncertain 
about the cause of a death in their family, 
Onyiliora would also be consulted. Prayers 
would be offered to the deity so that it would 
reveal through the voice of the ancestors, the 
cause of death.54 There were essentially two 
responses that consultants could expect. A 
death was deemed natural if inquires of the 
dead were spoken in faltering tones which 
suggested that the individuals had indeed 
grown very old and therefore the time had 
come for them to pass on. However, if the 
answers from beyond came in a vindictive 
tone, like the growling or barking of a leopard 
or a dog, it was believed that the dead were 
stating that their lives had been taken away 
by enemies, whom they would later name.55 
In instances of unnatural death, clients were 
said to return home with a determination to 
avenge the death of their loved ones.56

Many Eastern Nigerian communities 
ascribed to the belief that ancestors lived in 
Onyiliora’s Grove—the home of the dead.57 
During Onyiliora’s annual feast, he was said 
to permit the dead to make contact with their 
living relations as masquerades.58 The interac-
tion between living and dead was temporary, 
as once night fell, the masked spirits disap-
peared into the Onyiliora Grove. 

Mgbafor was famed for calling on these 
same spirits to answer questions beyond 
human comprehension and prescribe solu-
tions. She in fact was said to have foreseen the 
crisis that would occur in her own life ensuing 
from the vicious and persistent harassment of 
the British missionaries and colonial govern-
ment.59 She however did nothing to attempt 
to change her future, but rather embraced 
it, living by the Igbo mantra that akala-aka 
adiro efichapu—destiny cannot be avoided or 
changed.

When clients came to consult her, 
Mgbafor supplied them with a medicine or 
ogwu, called nkemdilim60—“may my own 
remain my own”—which she assured them 
would solve their problems.61 This medicine 
consisted of water taken from Onyiliora’s 
sacred pool and presented to her patrons in 
udu Onyiliora, Onyiliora’s pot. In cases where 
the destruction of farm crops by wild animals, 
thievery and witchcraft were rife, Mgbafor 
instructed her clients to take Onyiliora’s pot 
and place it at the center of the area where 
they were having the problems. The belief was 
that the pot would lead to the death of any 
ill-intentioned living thing that came across 
it. In instances of harassment by other com-
munities, the remedy was slightly different. 
Mgbafor instructed her clients to take udu 
Onyiliora to the enemy’s territory and break 
it in a public place. The act of smashing Ony-
iliora’s pot meant immediate and unqualified 
death to the enemy.62 Indeed, Onyiliora’s 
nkemdilim had proven itself time and again; 
and the resultant effect was the migration 
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of people from all walks of life into Ezira to 
request audience with the great Onyiliora.63

Once Onyiliora solved a patron’s trou-
bles, that client came back to offer addi-
tional sacrifices of thanksgiving to the deity. 
In cases involving disagreements between 
enemy towns, envoys were appointed from 
both towns and sent to Mgbafor who would 
dictate the terms of peace after consulting 
with her deity. In addition, these communi-
ties were expected to present monetary gifts, 
animal offerings and foods such as yams and 
cocoyams for sacrifice before Onyiliora. They 
would then swear peace oaths that became 
operational once they returned home.64

As previously established, all social activi-
ties in Ezira were interwoven with the religion 
of Onyiliora worship. Thus Mgbafor acting as 
the god’s intermediary played an essentially 
important role in the rites of passage of Ezira 
maidens from girlhood to womanhood and 
subsequently, wifehood. She placed a repre-
sentation of Onyiliora’s son, Ezemenyiba, at 
Afor market square in Iheke-Ezira, so that all 
Ezira maidens who had ended their iru-ife, 
i.e. period of fattening, and were preparing 
to join their husbands, would pay homage to 
Onyiliora through his son. This time-honored 
practice suggested that in Ezira before a girl 
became a woman, the transformation had to 
be sanctioned by Onyiliora. What was more, 
any maiden who failed to complete this rite 
of passage would surely die—another one of 
Onyiliora’s decrees.65

Many supernatural acts were attributed 
to Mgbafor. It was believed that she had the 
power to extend the night. She could effect 
this change if a mortal dared come within view 
of Onyiliora’s Grove. If this were to happen, 
not only would the offending individual be 
summarily punished, but dawn would rise in 
the neighboring communities, while darkness 
would remain in Ezira.66 It was also believed 
that Mgbafor could be in two places at the 
same time and that she had the ability to dis-
appear if she wanted. This latter belief was 

fueled by a report by the Chief Warden at 
Awka prison who claimed that even though 
Mgbafor was locked up in the prison’s most 
secure cell, the morning after she was incar-
cerated, he saw her sitting outside her cell 
enjoying snuff. A cheerful Mgbafor was said 
to have advised him not to worry himself 
about locking her up, since she could come 
out whenever she pleased. But alas, we have 
gotten ahead of ourselves.67

Ife Emelu Mgbafor Adiro Mma68—
Mgbafor Gets Into Trouble

The Christian missionaries arrived in 
Ezira around 1916.69 The missionary enter-
prise in colonial Nigeria constructed deities as 
a genuine stumbling block to the winning of 
souls, and thus the former did everything in 
their power to obliterate these gods. The dis-
trust between invader and indigene was mutu-
ally felt as Mgbafor raised her voice against 
the Christian message, preaching that Chris-
tianity was not only a false religion, but also 
boasting that she would bring the efforts to 
establish Christianity in her town to naught. 
Mgbafor was not one to issue idle threats. 
No sooner did she start campaigning against 
Christendom than a number of early converts 
to the new religion went missing, fueling the 
suspicion that they had in fact been struck 
dead by Onyiliora. One woman in particular, 
Elizabeth Enyinwojiani, who had the audac-
ity to preach against Mgbafor and her deity in 
a public space, was found dead at Afor Market 
square. This put the fear of god in the hearts 
and minds of converts, who now were afraid 
to attend church services. The growth of the 
church was consequently at its lowest ebb. 70  

It was, therefore, not surprising that 
Mgbafor’s activities soon attracted the atten-
tion of the District Commissioner of Awka, 
F. P. Lynch, who was known locally as Nwa 
D. C.71  Nwa D. C. was extremely unnerved by 
the priestess’ activities and as a consequence 
wasted no time in investigating her and trying 
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to shut her operatation down. The first in a 
series of official telegraphs and memoranda 
detailing this colonial foreboding was sent on 
August 2nd or 12th 721923.  It read:

 
To Executive Awka

x   reference bedridden woman doctor at 
Ezira   x   Will you kindly put a stop to 
her selling of charms to natives [in] this 
division   [x]   [A]ll Owerri court area 
bound by oaths provided by her contra 
native court   x  [A]dvice   x

signed, Cook Executive Agwu73

A response to the above telegraph came a few 
days later in another official communication 
dated August 16th 1923:

To Executive Agwu [?] Ndealoh [?]

Your 22/31/7 reference  bedridden witch   
x   she and bed are now under arrest at 
Awka under Sect 210 Criminal Code   x   
could you send witnesses to support your 
allegations about [the] twenty seventh

Signed, Executive74

Two days later, another wire was sent: 

To Executive Awka  

x   ref ezerri [sic] woman doctor   x   
have advised residents shall be grateful 
if you investigate matter which is serious 
in [O]werri court area  also [A]baja 
country  [E]nugu division   x   alleged 
that [A]wka police man received bribe 
from Ihe Etuka and Owa

Not signed75

Then on August 22, 1923, Major Cook, the 
Acting District Officer of Agwu Division 

sends a short cable, detailing his intent to send 
witnesses to support their case: ‘To Executive 
Awka x   will send witnesses under escort for 
twenty seventh.  Signed Executive Agwu.”

Eight witnesses from various areas of 
Onitsha Province were rounded up to provide 
testimony against Priestess Mgbafor, two 
statements of which are worth reproducing 
here. The first witness, one Udeabarra had this 
to say:

About 2 months ago I was at Eke 
market Achi with Umezerike. We 
heard that all Achi had obtained an 
oath against thieves and since then no 
thieving had taken place. The name of 
the oath is Nkemdilim. One Ndukwe 
agreed to lead us to obtain such an oath 
for our town and we agreed to pay him 
10 shillings for doing so. We went home 
and collected 3 pounds and about seven 
of us went to Ndukwe’s house at Achi 
and we all went off to Ezira and bought 
the charm from a woman doctor there 
named Mbonkwo [sic] who told us 
the charm would not only kill robbers 
but those birds and animals who (sic) 
eat the crops. The woman was not sick 
but was walking about[.]  [S]he is old 
and of yellow complexion. When we 
returned[,] we were taken to court for 
bringing the oath to our town.

Udeabarra
His X mark
Sworn before me this 24th August 1923. 
Cook, Acting D. O. Agwu at Aboh.76

Sworn testimony concerning Mgbafor’s circu-
lation of “juju charms” was also collected from 
Umezerike of Ezine, Awka Division:

I belong to Imana Quarter Ama Owerri. 
About 2 ½ months ago I attended 
Eke market Achi and met the people 
holding a meeting about thieving and 
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they informed us that an oath had been 
obtained which would kill thieves and 
that we strangers who attended Achi 
markets must be careful not to thieve. 
One Ndukwe offered to lead us to the 
place where the juju could be purchased. 
It was named Nkemdilim (i.e. what’s 
mine is mine) and we agreed to pay 
him 10 shillings to take us to Ezira. He 
informed me that 2 pounds 10 shillings 
was the price for the charm. He led us 
to Ezira where we saw a woman doctor 
(she was not sick but walking about). 
She gave us the juju and we paid her 
2 pounds 10 shillings. We met many 
people there[.] Some from Abia (Enugu 
Division), Udi (led by ex-Chief Abarra, 
brother of late Chief Obele of Udi) and 
from Abudu, Agwu Division. We were 
all purchasing the same charms. We 
returned home and 2 days after we were 
summoned for bringing an illegal juju to 
the town. It was only a charm against 
thieves, not against the Native Court or 
to prevent people doing God’s work.

Umezerike
His X mark
Sworn before me this 24th August 1924
Cook, Acting D. O. Agwu at Aboh77

A word on nomenclature is appropri-
ate at this point. It is important to note that 
the witnesses most certainly would not have 
used the words “charm” or “juju” in their tes-
timony because those words are non-existent 
in the Igbo language. They instead would have 
perhaps used the terms ogwu as in igwo ogwu, 
which translates into “medicine,” and mmuo, as 
in igo mmuo, which translates into deity. Thus, 
the decision to translate these Igbo words 
into “charm” and “juju” would have been made 
by the colonial government agent collecting 
these testimonies and it reduced Igbo worship 
and spirituality to paganism, a non-religion. 
To be sure, these translations speak more to 

the bigoted bias of the colonials than Igbo 
constructions of their religious worlds.

The other six depositions essentially 
detailed the same information as Udeabarra 
and Umezerike’s testimony, with one or two 
variations. Except for Okafo’s testimony in 
which he alleges police corruption in the form 
of a bribe. This charge was not extended by any 
of the other witnesses, leading the “perturbed” 
colonials to vow to investigate further.78 Below 
is that section of his testimony:

I went off with 8 others to Ndukwe’s 
house at Achi. At Achi we met 5 men 
from Owa (Enugu Division) and 10 
men from Ihe and the whole lot went 
off. We met a policeman on the road 
with 2 men at a place we were told was 
Awka. He stopped us and asked where 
we were going. Ndukwe told him we 
were all going to the woman doctor at 
Ezira. The policeman called Ndukwe 
and they consulted together and pres-
ently came back and asked us to pay 5 
shillings each town which we did.79

It would appear that the colonial government 
was fast at work building a case against the 
powerful priestess. District Officer Lynch also 
sent Reverend George T. Basden in early Sep-
tember 1923 to investigate Mgbafor further 
and to report back to him. Fourteen days after 
Basden’s investigation, Nwa D. C. arrived at 
Ezira with a combined force of armed police, 
the colonial interpreter Mr. Iloabachie and 
Warrant Chief Anozie. Additionally, the 
Warrant Chief put together a formidable 
opposition group of his own messengers as 
well as Church Missionary Society commit-
tee members, James Uka, Michael Okoli, 
John Okoli, Samuel Azolike, Aaron Onwuka 
and Catechist Michael Nwadinobi. The team 
arrived at Onyiliora’s Grove and destroyed it 
by burning Mgbafor’s home to the ground. 
The priestess was then carried on a bed made 
of bamboo to Enugu from where she was 
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transferred to Awka prison and held for 3 
months.80 A September 23, 1923 memoran-
dum from the District Officer of Awka to the 
District Officer of Agwu detailed this colonial 
action:

Further to my memorandum No. M.P. 
48/1923 of 29th August 1923, I have 
to inform you that the bed-ridden 
lady MGBAFO (sic) was sentenced in 
the Provincial Court to three months 
imprisonment for contravention of 
Section 210 of the Criminal Code.81

During the time of Mgbafor’s impris-
onment, adherents of Onyiliora in all parts 
of Awka District were said to have openly 
and brazenly condemned the colonial action, 
crying out in loud voices for all to hear that, 
ife emelu Mgbafor adiro mma—“the treat-
ment accorded Mgbafor was not good.” This 
saying would be evoked again when Mgbafor 
was incarcerated for the second time; and 
was recalled for years to come in Ezira to 
condemn unjust treatment of individuals or 
groups of people.82 

Mgbafor was released at the end of 
December 1923 and returned to a jubilant 
Ezira. The people celebrated what they deemed 
was Onyiliora’s conquest of the government. 
No sooner was Mgbafor released, than she 
revived her activities, causing the colonials to 
want to teach her a lesson once and for all. 
They sent a series of colonial investigators to 
Ezira in an attempt to find something, any-
thing, to pin on her. As soon as January 25, 
1924, the colonials were in a furious and sus-
tained search for additional charges to tie on 
Mgbafor, a fact expressed cogently in a colo-
nial memorandum from the District Officer 
of Awka Division to the Resident of Onitsha 
Province:

If the various District Officers in the 
Province would send witnesses who 
could give some useful evidence by 

which the woman could be prosecuted, 
it would be more to the point than 
making these vague allegations which, 
be it understood, I am quite prepared to 
believe in view of the woman’s fame, but 
cannot act without evidence.
	 I myself carried out some “detective 
work” so to speak, which enabled me to 
convict the woman under section 210 
of the Criminal Code, and I do not see 
why other Political Officers cannot do 
the same.
	 I may mention that the woman was 
warned that any further juju practices on 
her part would meet with condign pun-
ishment and Chief ANOSIE (sic) of 
EZIRA was also warned that he would 
lose his warrant if they were proved to 
be carried on with his connivance83

Coincidentally, the evidence to prosecute 
and sentence Mgbafor to considerable prison 
time materialized two short days later, not in 
Ezira or anywhere in Awka District, but in a 
far away town called Ochima, Nsukka Divi-
sion, tucked away in the northernmost corner 
of Igbo country.  It was at Opi Native Court 
in this Nsukka Division that Mgbafor would 
be charged with inciting a riot that caused 
the death of Assistant Police Commissioner 
G. L. D. Rewcastle—an episode which I will 
investigate in the next half of this paper. As a 
result of her so-called hand in the Rewcastle 
murder, Mgbafor was quickly rearrested, tried 
and then carried to Enugu Regional Prison 
where she met with the “condign punish-
ment” promised her—a prison sentence of 
three long years.84 

With Mgbafor locked away, the Angli-
can Church of Ezira, under the supervision of 
Catechist Michael Nwadinobi was ordered to 
finally clear the rebuilt Onyiliora Grove once 
and for all. This was done and the land was 
shared between the members of the church 
who took part in cleaning up the area. Fol-
lowing the destruction, Mr. Nwadinobi fell 
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violently ill, not once, but twice, for which 
he sought medical attention and recovered.85 
Of course Onyiliora believers attributed his 
illness to Onyiliora’s action, boasting that 
Nwadinobi should count himself lucky that 
Onyiliora decided to spare his life. 

The Rebirth of Onyiliora into 
Nwachukwu—The Child of God— in 
Nsukka Division

It appears that the Ochima people were 
led astray to resist authority by reli-
ance on a Juju, and as a result decided 
to oppose Government. It began with 
resisting an attempt to arrest a prisoner 
for the native court, whereon the [A]sst. 
District Officer [L. A. C. Helbert] went 
up to arrest the man but was fired on. 
Then a patrol of 30 under Major Rew-
castle was sent up but was also opposed 
and Major Rewcastle killed by an 
unlucky shot. He seems to have walked 
into a regular ambush without reconnoi-
tring. This was on 27 January [1924].86

Thus, read the opening notes of colonial 
document, CO 583 no 125, entitled, “Opera-
tions Against Ochima. Reports on—and 
Death of Major G. L. D. Rewcastle D.S.O., 
M.C. …” The question that begs addressing is 
how the histories of Priestess Mgbafor-Ezira 
and her Onyiliora deity link up with Major 
Rewcastle’s murder? The very next page of the 
colonial folder provides the connection, and 
the information is contained in none other 
than The Acting Governor of the Colony 
of Nigeria, Graeme Thomson’s report to the 
Right Honourable J. H. Thomas, P.C., M. P., 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, in which 
he observes:

It appears that in Ezira a town of the 
Awka Division of the Onitsha Prov-
ince there exists a certain juju known as 
ONYILORA (sic) of which a woman 

performs the rites… It has recently 
been introduced into distant towns… 
The people of Ochima and several other 
towns in the Nsukka Division were per-
suaded that the juju was all powerful and 
they were induced to subscribe and pay 
considerable sums of money to obtain 
the protection of this juju to which was 
given the name Nwa Chuku (sic) (the 
child of God).87

The act of introducing new deities into an 
already established pantheon was not unknown 
in Igbo country. To be sure, Igbo people were 
known to weave “enduring covenants with 
the spiritual forces of their universe” in an 
effort to attempt to make sense of the new 
world order that they found themselves in; 
a world order occasioned by the invasion of 
the British and their bible toting missionaries. 
The Igbo secured their lives by adopting “the 
gods of neighboring communities to enhance 
their ability to ward off enemies and garner 
the good life till old age.”88  It is this reality 
that encouraged the people of Ochima to 
adopt a tested and reliable faraway deity by 
the name of Onyiliora, “the one who surpasses 
all in power and deeds,” who already provided 
protection for neighboring Umunka against 
thieves and leopards. They then re-imagined, 
reconstructed and elevated him into the all 
powerful Nwachukwu, ‘child of God.” It was 
under the influence and protection of this 
deity that the people of Ochima were said to 
have resisted an attempted colonial arrest—an 
action which set into motion a chain of events 
that eventually led to the shooting death of 
the Assistant Commissioner of Police, Major 
Rewcastle. Excerpts from an official report on 
Major G. L. D. Rewcastle’s murder are worth 
reproducing here:

The circumstances leading up to the 
death of Major G. L. D. Rewcastle, 
D.S.O., M.C., Assistant Commissioner 
of Police, on 27th January, 1924, were 
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as follows:—The disaster happened at 
Ochima, a town in the Nsukka Division 
of the Onitsha Province. This town had 
recently come under the influence of a 
juju imported from the Awka district… 
The people of Ochima and other towns 
in the Nsukka Division were persuaded 
that the juju, to which was given the 
name of Nwa Chuku (sic) was all pow-
erful and they subscribed large sums in 
order to obtain its protection. While 
the people were in this frame of mind, 
they offered armed opposition to the 
Assistant District Officer [Mr. L. A. C. 
Helbert] who had gone to Ochima to 
effect an arrest. Shots were fired and the 
prisoner was enabled to escape.

The colonial response to the Ochima-aided 
escape of the prisoner was immediate. The very 
next day, W. H. Lloyd, The District Officer of 
Nsukka Division, with clearance from the 
Acting Resident of Onitsha Province, Mr. E. 
C. Palmer, descended upon Ochima, a small 
town of barely 700 souls in the company of 
an armed opposition force of 30 policemen, 
including Assistant Commissioner of Police, 
G. L. D. Rewcastle. We are informed in a 
separate report that Lloyd was confident 
that his command was “sufficiently strong” to 
“effect a settlement without actually resort-
ing to force.”89 Lloyd’s confidence was indeed 
justified given the fact that the assembled 
colonial force would have matched Ochima 
residents—including women, the young, the 
elderly and the physically incapacitated, who 
would not have fought—one armed police-
man to twenty-three souls. Lloyd’s desired 
outcome, however, was not to be. The over-
confident colonial armed command, perhaps 
underestimating the drive of the little village, 
ran into an ambush, and Major Rewcastle 
was shot and killed. Read again, the colonial 
version of the events of the day:

When this occurrence was reported, the 
District Officer, Mr. W. H. Lloyd, acting 
on the instruction of the Acting Resi-
dent of the Province [Mr. E. C. Palmer], 
proceeded to Ochima accompanied by 
Major Rewcastle and thirty Police. An 
attempt was made to bring the people to 
reason without resorting to force. They 
declared, however, that they were under 
the protection of Nwa Chuku (sic) and 
would not allow any Government offi-
cial to enter the town.90

	 The approach to Ochima lay 
through dense forest in which gun 
holes and deep pits had been dug by the 
townspeople. As the Police were advanc-
ing they were received by shots fired on 
their flanks. Major Rewcastle hurried 
forward in order to see where the enemy 
were concealed. He was at once shot 
through the head by a gun fired at the 
range of a few yards and fell dead…91

The Igbo have a saying that a specta-
tor cannot stand in one position to view a 
masquerade dance. In other words, there are 
many sides to a masquerade dance that must 
be observed in order to appreciate the true 
essence of the performance. The same is true 
of the story. It therefore should not come as 
a surprise that the indigenous remembered-
account of the events leading up to Rewcastle’s 
murder differ from the colonial explanation 
in important ways. For instance, indigenous 
knowledge not only gives voice to, but centers 
and elevates elements of the narrative that 
colonial documentation either totally ignores 
or does not deem significant. In short, to the 
Ochimas, the fact that Rewcastle—whose 
name incidentally is not remembered—was 
murdered was not that which defined, nor 
therefore, shaped, indigenous history. Instead, 
the events that occurred as a consequence of 
the British Assistant Police Commissioner’s 
death, namely the colonial government’s  
punitive patrol, is the history that was not only 
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collectively remembered, but, “the main event” 
that effectively transformed the manner in 
which Ochima knowledge, its history, has sub-
sequently been constructed and handed down. 
A 1934 intelligence report by District Officer 
J. Barmby of Nsukka Division documents this 
indigenous conceptualization of history:

The history of these villages [Ochima 
included] from the earliest days to the 
present time, appears to consist of certain 
definite land-marks, which may be sum-
marized as follows: (1) The founding 
of the village by a traditional ancestor. 
(2) Petty raids by surrounding towns 
of which there are no details. (3) The 
coming of Government in the person 
of a white man nick-named Otikpo, 
the destroyer. (4) The Influenza (1919). 
(5) Railway Construction labour (1921). 
(6) Ochima Patrol (1924). (7) Taxation. 
With the exception of (1) this list may 
be said to comprise from the local inhab-
itant’s point of view, a series of public 
disasters of the greatest magnitude. 92

Let us now return to the Rewcastle 
story. During the first few days of November 
1998, Igwe John Agbo, the traditional ruler 
of Ochima, gave expression to his ancestors’ 
painful, yet prideful, memory of the events 
that led up to what indigenous knowledge 
recalled as, “The Ochima/British War”—a 
war that not only defined Ochima collective 
history, but one which had been painstak-
ingly handed down from generation to gen-
eration. John Agbo first provided elucidation 
on exactly what arrest the colonials had come 
to Ochima to effect, information, which inci-
dentally consistently remained unreported 
in every published colonial report on these 
events. Hear Igwe Agbo’s words:

…[D]uring the time of the war between 
Ochima and the British, I was not born 
by then, for I was born in the year 1933. 

From what I know about our history 
and what several elders told me, the war 
started in January 1924. … The people 
that told me about the Ochima/British 
war were many, and if I were to count 
them, they were up to thirty people. 
Many, many of them, you hear?  One 
of them was Ugwu Owushi, he was 
the highest titled Onyishi93 in Ochima. 
He died two years before the civil war. 
Others were: Amu Nwaokpo, Eze 
Nwaadaka, Onuoha, Nzute Nwazogo, 
Ekwum Nwito, Ngwu Nwike, Odo 
Omegu, Amu Nabo, to name, but a 
few. All of these people that I have 
mentioned took part in the war. As you 
can see the information came from the 
owners of the history…
	 So, how the war started according 
to our fore fathers and fore mothers, 
as they told me, was that there was 
one woman from our place [Ochima] 
married at Aku [a neighboring town]. 
Her name was Onwuroko and she was 
refusing to live with her husband. She 
had fallen in love with another man from 
our area [Ochima] and was prepared to 
leave her husband for him. The man she 
was romancing was one Madubu Attah.	
	 Onwuroko and Madubu were 
caught several times fooling around, 
so the Aku people in defense of their 
shamed son, and her husband, took the 
matter to colonial court.94 

It is at this point that the colonial government 
first sent a messenger to Ochima to make 
an initial attempt to issue a court warrant. 
Graeme Thomson, The Acting Governor of 
the Colony of Nigeria, shared the colonial 
construction of this event in his report. He 
writes that the messenger was “turned out 
of the town…with the intimation that the 
people now belong to NWA CHUKU (sic) 
and would not allow any Government official 
to enter the town.”95 This fact, also confirmed 
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by indigenous memory, differs from the colo-
nial report that I reproduced earlier, which 
credits the Ochima act of dissension as having 
taken place, not before, but after, the Ochimas 
had been visited by W. H. Lloyd and Assis-
tant Police Commissioner Rewcastle.  

Below, Igwe Agbo shares the way in 
which Ochima people remembered this 
initial attempt to serve a court warrant. In his 
telling monologue, he not only contextualizes 
the story of the lone colonial court messenger, 
locally constructed in Igboland as kotma, but 
also provides insight into the reasoning that 
guided Ochima collective action. Agbo’s nar-
rative thus, affords another perspective of the 
masquerade dance that lends completeness to 
the story. Hear his words:

When the kotma [colonial court mes-
senger] came to serve the warrant paper 
to Attah, our [Ochima] people took the 
kotma hostage because they had never 
with their eyes seen such a person. At 
the time that I am telling you, this man 
was the very first kotma to have entered 
Ochima and because of that, the people 
were afraid. They were afraid that if they 
allowed Madubu to follow the kotma, 
that he will be sold or something else 
terrible will happen to him. So my ances-
tors beat up the kotma, then escorted 
him to the outskirts of town where 
they released him. The kotma must have 
reported the altercation to the white 
people when he got home because then 
the white government people sent three 
other men to serve the warrant paper to 
Madubu, but they too were beaten up 
by my people. The whiteman then made 
up his mind that what our people were 
asking for, and indeed wanted, was war. 
So they prepared and came for war.96

Igwe Agbo effectively introduces the institu-
tion of slavery, and the fear of being enslaved 
or sold away to enemy populations, into the 

overall narrative as a factor that justified 
Ochima’s action against the kotma. Ochima 
people had never seen a kotma before and 
therefore for all they knew, this stranger, who 
looked like them, but spoke a different Igbo 
dialect and donned some funny clothes, could 
in fact be a slave raider. This distrust of the 
Ochimas is understandable given the climate 
of the day, where populations lived in fear that 
members of their families would be sold or 
kidnapped into slavery. In fact Nsukka Divi-
sion had chronicles of entire populations 
being pillaged during this heightened period 
of inter-village conflict and warring. Ochima 
did not have to look far to be confronted with 
illustrations of this reality. Indeed neighbor-
ing Idoha, Alor-Uno and Alor-Agu, as well 
as Obukpa had all secured for themselves 
spiritual protection in the character of pro-
tector deities, who guarded their populations, 
but also married human beings in a process 
known as igo mma ogo—“to become the in-
law of a deity,”—and accordingly repopulated 
their lost souls through these unions. Yet, the 
atmosphere that created the need for commu-
nities to protect themselves spiritually, also fed 
the uncertainty of neighboring communities, 
whose own daughters could be whisked away 
in marriage to these wife-marrying deities.97 
Therefore Ochima action in entrapping and 
then beating up the kotma could be viewed as 
a necessary evil. 

Next, Igwe John Agbo describes the 
actual shooting of Major Rewcastle, providing 
written history for the very first time—what 
oral memory had always given voice to—the 
name of the shooter. 

When the white people came for war, 
Ochima killed one of the British officers.  
The person that killed the British officer 
was Edengwu Nwodo. Did you hear me? 
His name was Edengwu Nwodo.98

In fact all accounts of the shooter in the 
colonial documents rendered him a nameless 
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murderer, as is evidenced in this February 12, 
1924 telegram from the Resident of Onitsha 
Province to the Lieutenant-Governor of 
Lagos:

MURDERER REWCASTLE HAS 
COMMITTED SUICIDE
BODY BROUGHT IN AND IDEN-
TIFIED.99

But again, we have gotten ahead of ourselves. 
Edengwu Nwodo’s suicide does not of course 
occur until after the punitive patrol, which 
was visited upon the Ochima people by the 
colonial government a few days later. John 
Agbo elaborates: 

After they had killed the British officer, 
the people that came with him—they 
were many and had many, many, guns—
took the white man’s corpse and carried 
it away. They all hurried out of Ochima 
and after one native week,100 they came 
back, ready for battle.101

Another grey area of conflicting accounting 
frames the question of exactly how Major Rew-
castle was killed. The British colonials suggest 
that The Assistant Police Commissioner was 
caught unawares by concealed Ochima war-
riors who lay in wait and attacked the British 
convoy by surprise. These same reports also 
detail the colonial view that Major Rewcastle 
fell to his death after a single bullet had been 
shot at close range at his head. Again, indig-
enous memory recalls these events differently. 
The elders speak of a cocky Rewcastle laugh-
ing at and taunting a bewildered Nwodo, who 
could not, try as he may, understand why his 
first two shots bounced off the Major’s body. 
Listen once more to Igwe Agbo’s testimony:

…On Edengwu Nwodo, and how he 
killed the white officer, it occurred in 
this way: When the people were shoot-
ing at the British officer, he was laugh-

ing at them. …Then Edengwu Nwodo 
reacted, beating the butt of his rifle 
on the ground three times. With each 
pound, he pointed the gun in the direc-
tion of the whiteman. Two times Nwodo 
fired on his chest, the bullets bounced off 
and the whiteman continued to laugh. 
Then he pounded the butt of his gun on 
the ground a third time, and this time, 
he fired at [Rewcastle’s] head, bringing 
him down.

When the British came back ready for battle, 
Edengwu Nwodo realized what he had done. 
This brave and fierce warrior then went and 
committed suicide.102

One report provides some insight into the 
official colonial assessment of Major Rewcas-
tle’s conduct on the day that he was killed. The 
Acting Inspector-General of Police, Major G. 
H. Walker in whose charge the punitive patrol 
was undertaken, offers the following com-
mentary crammed with guarded candor:

Whilst I greatly admire the zeal and 
courage displayed by Major Rewcastle 
on this occasion I regret that before he 
entered the forest with the whole of this 
escort he did not send forward a small 
party to reconnoitre the path into what 
he already knew to be a hostile town. 
Had he done this he would have avoided 
the carefully prepared ambush, and it is 
extremely unlikely that he would have 
lost his life.103

It is interesting to note that while sympathetic 
about Rewcastle’s death, the official position 
of the colonials was that Rewcastle did not 
act accordingly. Their assessment had nothing 
to do with Rewcastle’s alleged conduct with 
respect to his taunting of the Ochima war-
riors. It had more to do with the fact that he 
should have sent forward a small party of pre-
sumably Nigerian policemen who would have 
indeed been more disposable.
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That not withstanding, the events that 
took place in the aftermath of Rewcastle’s 
murder are matters that both the colonial 
and indigenous accounts agree upon. Ochima 
was visited with a punitive patrol. The patrol 
which had the articulated intent of teaching 
the people of Ochima a lesson was carried out 
on the last day of January and the first day 
of February.104 Hear again the words of The 
Acting Governor of the Colony of Nigeria, 
Graeme Thomson:

When the telegram announcing Major 
Recastle’s death was received, the Gov-
ernor after consultation with myself, 
Mr. R. A. Roberts the Acting Lieuten-
ant-Governor, Southern Provinces and 
Major G. H. Walker, the Acting Inspec-
tor-General of Police, decided to place 
Major Walker in charge of the subse-
quent operations. It was realised that 
prompt action was necessary to prevent 
neighbouring towns, which had also 
accepted the protection of Nwa Chuku 
(sic), throwing in their lot with the 
people of Ochima and making common 
cause with them. It was also desirable that 
the people should be shown, by the Police 
themselves, that the Police could not be fired 
on with impunity…105(my emphasis)

The punitive patrol that was visited upon the 
Ochima people was this time, well planned 
out. Under the command of Acting Inspec-
tor-General of Police, Major G. H. Walker, 
the Major and the Assistant Commissioner 
of Police, Captain R. W. H. Ballantine, left 
Lagos on January 28th, the day after Rewcas-
tle’s death. They arrived in Ukehe, a town a 
few miles away from Ochima on January 30th 
after having traveling over five hundred miles 
in forty-eight hours. In Ukehe, the party was 
met by a force of one hundred and ten police-
men—one policeman to approximately six 
Ochima indigenes—concentrated under the 
command of Captain R. D. Nunns, Com-

missioner of Police. Along with Mr. W. H. 
Lloyd, The District Officer of Nsukka Divi-
sion, Major Walker made a general reconnais-
sance of the area, gathering information about 
the strength and positioning of the Ochima 
enemy forces.  All of this was accomplished 
on January 31st.106

On the morning of February 1st, the 
town of Ochima was attacked on two sides 
by parties of police under the command of 
Captain R. D. Nunns and Captain Ballantine. 
The inhabitants offered stubborn resistance by 
fighting under cover of the dense forest. Seven 
to eight hours later, the town had been cleared 
by a series of bayonet charges. The Ochima 
enemy was finally driven out of town with 
fifteen to twenty casualties and about nine 
wounded. Colonial reports indicate that the 
colonial force suffered eight causalities, but no 
deaths.107  

By February 11th the Inspector General 
of Police was able to report that forty seven 
Ochima people had been captured—thirty 
men and seventeen women. They also seized 
six guns.108 The colonial government singled 
out two members of the police force, Ser-
geant-Major Adegbite Offa (a Yoruba) and 
1st Class Constable Lawani Idah (a Hausa or 
Igala) who were awarded the African Police 
Medal as reward for their gallantry in recov-
ering Major Rewcastle’s body on the day that 
he was killed.109 For their part, Major Walker 
and his officers received high commendation 
from the Secretary of State.110 

British reporting on the Rewcastle affair 
did not end there. The government’s next 
task was to raise money for a memorial in 
honor of their fallen hero. One would have 
expected the Colonial Office in London to 
fund this cause, but no such request was ever 
put through, nor was any offer forthcoming 
from Great Britain. Instead the colonials put 
pressure on their already underpaid “native” 
officers, sending out requests to them to show 
their support for Rewcastle (and perhaps the 
colonial enterprise), by donating money for 
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his proposed memorial in Lagos—a memorial 
that Major Rewcastle’s widow had expressively 
requested.111 The Commissioner for Police in 
Onitsha Province, R. D. Nunns, articulated 
Mrs. Rewcastle’s desire in a February 10, 1925 
memorandum entitled, “Tablet in Memory of 
the Late Major G. L. D. Rewcastle”:

It is proposed to erect a Bronze Memo-
rial in the Colonial Church, Lagos, to 
the memory of the late Major G. L. 
D. Rewcastle, D.S.O., M.C.  The deci-
sion to erect the tablet in the Colonial 
Church Lagos is due to a wish expressed 
by Mrs. Rewcastle.
2. 	 Administrative Officers in charge 
of Police detachments are requested 
to open subscription lists and invite all 
members of the Force to give volun-
tary subscriptions. These lists should be 
closed and sent together with the money 
collected to me, not later than the first 
week in March next.112

In response to the call for monetary contribu-
tions, at least fifteen Nigerian members of the 
Awka District Police force donated a total of 
fifteen pounds to the Rewcastle Memorial—a 
gift which was acknowledged by Police Com-
missioner Nunns in a short thank you note 
to the District Officer of Awka Division. 
The “native” police—Tom Okonkwo, Okoye, 
Amaechi, Onwusonye, Timothy, David Mba-
dugha, Michel Ughanze, Emeka, Thomas 
Okafor, Obidiah Ibemesi, David Uzochukwu, 
Anyibodi Jabba— included at least twelve 
Igbo and two Yoruba officers.113

Let me now turn my attention to com-
municating Ochima’s recounting of the above 
events in an attempt to present the “masquer-
ade dance” in its fluid and balanced entirety. 
The Ochima telling, not surprisingly privi-
leges, as it maps out and unpacks, Ochima 
strategies of warfare; the measures taken by 
the warriors to protect themselves and elicit 
a defeat; as well as the outcome of the puni-

tive patrol visited upon them by the British. 
This Ochima recollection, which over time 
as formed the basis of Ochima community 
memory, does not find its way into any of the 
colonial reporting of the events, and therefore 
we must listen one last time to Igwe Agbo:

Everybody ran away when the British 
forces came. Some went to Aku, some 
went to Ikolo, some went to Ohebe. 
People fled to places where they knew 
someone. Women…gathered their chil-
dren, property, and valuables which they 
could carry and ran for safety.

With their community members taking cover 
out of town, the already small population of 
seven hundred souls would have been mark-
edly reduced to a shadow of their former 
selves. This fact should help foreshadow just 
how disparate the Ochimas were in relation 
to the colonial force of one hundred and ten 
armed police. Igwe Agbo continues:

The war was…fought with guns and 
cutlasses. It was when they were prepar-
ing for that war that Ochima started to 
dig war ditches for the first time, you 
know, like what you people call trenches. 
After they dug those ditches, they were 
covered with grass so that someone who 
was not aware that it was there would be 
consumed by the ground. 
	 …It was not only one person that 
was killed. But it was only one British 
man who was killed... The war was fought 
during the dry season. When the white-
man got to a barn containing yams, they 
set it ablaze. Our neighbors stole all our 
property, including the stone used for 
grinding tobacco into snuff. Everything 
was destroyed, the whole community 
was devastated. It was only one house 
that remained in Ochima after that war.  
And even so, they had tried with all their 
power to burn it down, but failed…The 
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house refused to burn. It was protected 
by a great medicine.
	 In the olden days, our people 
believed in the strength of medicine. In 
those days when one community was 
going to war with another, they protected 
themselves with war medicines. It was 
not solely by their own powers that our 
fore fathers and mothers fought wars. 
It was the power of the medicine that 
helped them win wars. War medicines 
of those days, were like armed robbers 
of today, who after smoking, igbo, Indian 
hemp, are able to move without fear. If 
the Ochima people did not have medi-
cine to guide them, they would not have, 
could not have, attempted to fight the 
British. 
	 …Our elders told me the person 
who prepared the war medicine, but they 
did not tell me the name of the medicine. 
The name of the dibia was Ani Nwagbu. 
He was a well-known medicine man.114

By February 12th, the Resident of Onitsha 
Province received clearance and thus empow-
ered the Opi Native Court to sentence, “all 
persons connected with Nwa Chuku (sic) 
Juju and with bearing arms and other minor 
matters which were directed against Native 
Courts and Native Law” to up to five years 
imprisonment. The Resident further recom-
mended that the government act quickly and 
decisively, so that the intended “result would 
be the immediate pacification of the whole 
of the NSUKKA Division.” He, however, 
remained expressively “doubtful whether 
convictions could be obtained according to 
English Law.” It was this fact that inspired his 
push to have the Opi Native Court granted 
“special powers” that would allow the colo-
nials in Nigeria to condemn individuals to 
prison terms that could only be described as 
cruel and unusual. With the British order in 
hand, by the end of that 12th day of Febru-
ary, the colonial police had already arrested 

“four persons … for bringing the Juju into 
[Nsukka] Division.”115 It would certainly be 
reasonable to assume that all forty seven of 
the arrested Ochima prisoners of war would 
be tried under this new statute.

The fact that there was no evidence that 
Mgbafor-Ezira had ever set foot in Ochima, 
Nsukka Division, did not deter the colonials 
from taking action against her. The new law 
was after all written to allow colonials to 
“punish all persons connected with Nwa 
Chuku (sic).” Therefore, so far as the British 
could make a connection between Onyiliora, 
Mgbafor-Ezira’s deity; and Nwachukwu, the 
deity that caused the disturbance in Ochima; 
that was evidence enough for them to take 
final and decisive action against a priestess 
who had been an unpleasant thorn in their 
sides for such a long time. Their punish-
ment was as swift as it was brutal and unfair. 
Mgbafor-Ezira was sentenced to three years 
in prison for what the colonials deemed was 
her involvement in the untimely death of 
Major Rewcastle. 

After Mgbafor was released from her 
second prison term, she tried to secretly con-
tinue with her activities, but the colonial gov-
ernment’s actions against, and scrutiny of her, 
proved too great.116 She eventually died three 
years later in 1930, a battered and subdued 
woman. Mgbafor’s legacy, however, still lives 
on in Ezira, finding expression in everyday 
sayings, some of which I have shared in the 
sections dedicated to the priestess’ days. In 
life, Mgbafor referred to the spirit world as be 
anyi, “our place.” Today in Ezira, people evoke 
that ideology as a curse to chastise someone 
who annoys another beyond pardon. To the 
foe, the aggrieved would say: la kwa na be 
Mgbafor Nweche, “may you depart to Mgbafor 
Nweche’s place.” Perhaps the people of Ezira 
and the people of Ochima found pleasure 
in evoking this curse upon the colonials—a 
prayer that they too might join Mgbafor in 
the spirit world.117  
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