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The Enslavement of Yoruba

Ann O’Hear

The collapse of the Oyo Empire in the early nineteenth century and the
prolonged Yoruba wars led to the enslavement of a great many Yoruba people
and a sharp increase in the numbers of Yoruba slaves who were transported
across the Atlantic to the New World, as demonstrated by David Eltis and 
Paul E. Lovejoy. The nineteenth century is also the period for which detailed
information is available on specific activities of enslavement. This chapter con-
centrates on the enslavement of Yoruba speakers in the nineteenth century
through an examination of the processes of enslavement (including warfare,
raiding, and kidnapping); surveys the states, groups, and individuals who were
involved in these processes; and studies the people who were enslaved, in-
cluding their areas of origin and their individual stories.1 In addition, the chap-
ter examines the destinations of enslaved Yoruba, whether the slaves ended
their journey within Yorubaland itself or were sent toward the New World
through the ports of the Bights of Benin and Biafra. It discusses the internal
demand for slaves (which long outlived the external trade) and internal slave-
holders. The chapter ends with a brief account of the decline of enslavement
in Yorubaland at the end of the nineteenth century, as the British gradually,
in piecemeal fashion, established their control over the Yoruba speakers of what
is now Nigeria.

The Process of Enslavement

Well before the nineteenth century the Oyo Empire exported significant
numbers of slaves who passed through the ports of the Slave Coast on their
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way to the Americas. These included enslaved criminals, of whom a major-
ity are likely to have been Yoruba speakers from the state of Oyo itself. Cer-
tainly some of the exported slaves were Yoruba from Oyo and from other
Yoruba-speaking groups. Yoruba speakers were also captured in slave raids by
Dahomey and then exported. But criminals very probably constituted only a
small proportion of the total number of slaves exported south from Oyo, while
large numbers of the exported slaves came originally from Oyo’s non-Yoruba-
speaking western and northern neighbors. Many Mahi and Bariba were cap-
tured in war, and many slaves were obtained by trade from Nupe, Borgu, and
elsewhere. Even the greatly increased export of slaves from Oyo in the late
eighteenth century may have been fed in large part through trade from the
north.2 Thus Yoruba speakers are likely to have been a minority among the
slaves who were exported from the Slave Coast in the pre-nineteenth-century
period.

From the early nineteenth century, however, Yoruba speakers came to dom-
inate the exodus of slaves from the Slave Coast, including the rising port of La-
gos and elsewhere, although Hausa slaves brought from further north in the
Nigerian hinterland were also important in the Atlantic trade.3 Thousands of
Yoruba and other slaves were also absorbed into slavery internally, within var-
ious Yoruba and other states, a process that continued well after the demise of
the external trade.

The most common methods of enslavement of Yoruba speakers in the nine-
teenth century included warfare, raids, kidnapping expeditions, and brigan-
dage. The nineteenth century was a period of almost continuous warfare and
lawlessness in Yorubaland. Warfare was associated with the fall of Oyo and
the rise of Ilorin. The city of Ilorin, which was situated in the northeast part
of the Oyo Empire, was largely Yoruba in population.4 It became the center of
an emirate of the Sokoto / Gwandu Caliphate, and made determined (and
strongly resisted) efforts to carry the jihad (which had led to the setting up of
the caliphate in the early nineteenth century) further south. The Nupe-Fulani
emirate of Bida, also part of the caliphate, raided the small-scale northeast-
ern Yoruba polities south of the Niger. Oyo provincial rulers and other chiefs
seized the opportunity to carve out independent territories for themselves and
to raid and control their neighbors. Warfare spread to the south and east in
the Owu wars. The kingdom of Owu and the old Egba settlements were de-
stroyed; the Egba founded a new settlement at Abeokuta and fought to ob-
tain a safe trade route to the coast. The successor states to Old Oyo struggled
among themselves. The rising city-state of Ibadan, which became the most
successful of the successor states, eventually succeeded in destroying Ku-
runmi’s city-state of Ijaye. Ibadan also embarked on wars of territorial expan-
sion in the Ekiti, Akoko, and Ijesha areas. To the south, the Egba and Ijebu
fought to keep Ibadan from achieving direct contact with the coast. And the
Ekiti and Ijesha, aided by Ilorin, sought to regain their independence from
Ibadan in the Ekitiparapo wars.5 All these wars, raids, expeditions, and atten-
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dant forms of lawlessness resulted in the “production” of large numbers of
Yoruba slaves.

The city-state of Ilorin took over some of Oyo’s role as a slave supplier, both
by capture and by trade. Ilorin’s pre-emirate ruler and rebellious Oyo general,
Afonja, captured and enslaved people in the area immediately around the city
of Ilorin and in the Igbomina, Igbolo, and Epo areas of the Oyo Empire, re-
settling them around Ilorin, absorbing male slaves into his army, and selling
women and children to obtain arms.6 Afonja’s Muslim allies moved west and
carried out raids in the Ibarapa Province of the empire from a base at Iseyin.
Among the slaves captured in these raids was a boy from the town of Osogun,
who was sold into the Atlantic trade, freed by the British antislavery squadron,
and landed in Freetown. This was Samuel Ajayi Crowther, who became famous
as an Anglican bishop and a scholar.7 Afonja’s Muslim successors in Ilorin
raided the Igbomina and Ekiti to the east, thus continuing Ilorin’s role as slave
supplier.8

As the century wore on, Ilorin found itself competing with Ibadan and the
Nupe-Fulani emirate of Bida in raiding the small-scale Yoruba polities stretch-
ing to the area of the Niger-Benue confluence, but also raiding in cooperation
with its competitor states. The Akoko area suffered from the competition be-
tween the three raiding states, being, in the words of Hogben and Kirk-Greene,
“one of those unhappy districts alternatively raided by Nupe, Ibadan, and
Ilorin.”9 In an example of cooperative raiding, in 1875–76 Ilorin and Ibadan
joined forces in the Wokuti campaign, which Samuel Johnson, the eminent
Yoruba historian, described as an “expedition for slave-hunting” in the Ekiti,
Yagba, and Akoko country.10

In later years, Ilorin, in alliance with the Ekitiparapo, who were fighting
for the independence of Ekiti, engaged in a prolonged conflict with Ibadan
that also provided opportunities for Ilorin forces to seize slaves. In the course
of Ilorin’s long siege of its rebellious vassal town of Offa, for example, a cer-
tain Nathaniel Popoola Olawoyin was seized and sold to an Abeokuta man.
He became a Christian, returned to Offa in 1907, and helped to found the
Church Missionary Society (CMS) church there.11 Although Ilorin’s activi-
ties had been to an extent circumscribed by competition with its powerful
neighbors, it was still reported to have “started on a kidnapping expedition”
as late as 1894, far to the east in “the Akoko country, distant about twenty days
travel from Ilorin.”12

Nupe raids south of the Niger on the northeastern Yoruba may have begun
even before the founding of Bida Emirate. According to a British official, the
raids had already started before the Fulani took over the Nupe kingdom: “It is
largely owing to . . . Majia’s raids that the tribes in the Kabba Division are so
mixed. The Yagba, Bunu, [and] Aworo [Oworo] . . . seem to have paid the Nupe
tribute unless left sufficiently long without a visit.”13 Raids and demands for
tribute continued through the nineteenth century and slave seizures intensified
for the last time in the final years before the defeat of Bida Emirate by the Royal
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Niger Company in 1897. For example, according to the account given by British
official C. K. Meek in 1918,

Towards the end of Maliki’s and the beginning of Abubakr’s reign the Bida Fi-
lanis, fully appreciating the Niger Company’s preparations for war, made a final
raid on Aworo [Oworo] and it is safe to say that in the Aworo district today there
isn’t a single male or female over the age of 30 who has not been a slave at
Bida.14

Another non-Yoruba state responsible for enslaving Yoruba was Dahomey
to the west, which attacked the Egba regularly. During the siege of Ijaye by
Ibadan, for example, an invading Dahomean army attacked an Egba town near
Abeokuta and captured all the slaves they could.15

Of all the successor states to Old Oyo, Ibadan became the most powerful
and the most successful in obtaining and profiting from slaves. Soon after the
founding of the new Egba town of Abeokuta (dated by Saburi Biobaku to 1830),
for example, Ibadan and Ijebu bands were overrunning its farms and kidnap-
ping “in broad daylight anyone who ventured beyond the town wall.”16 Ibadan’s
most successful slave-raiding period, however, appears to have come in the
1850s and 1860s, during the decline of the Atlantic slave trade and after its de-
mise, while Ibadan was fighting for control over the Ekiti and Ijesha countries.
CMS missionary David Hinderer, for example, reported in 1855 on the cap-
tives the Ibadan soldiers had brought from Ekiti towns:

The Ibadan war has at last terminated, and the warriors have come home with great
riches, alas! I say, with hosts of slaves. Though not many are sold down to the coast
except to Porto Novo by way of Abeokuta, yet is the price high. Their farms are
filled with them, and many of the rich warriors make new farms with them.17

Consul Campbell at Lagos estimated that about ten thousand captives were
brought to Ibadan as a result of the 1855 Ekiti campaigns.18 In 1877 CMS mis-
sionary James Johnson asserted that the Ijesha predominated among slaves in
Ibadan. In 1882 the Ijesha ruler, Owa Agunloye, reported that,

I myself was taking [sic] captive . . . but I managed to escape; there is scarcely
any man or woman in all the one thousand four hundred and sixty towns and
villages that I rule over that were not three or four times slaves to the Ibadans.19

Other Yoruba states also participated in slave-taking, including states which
at other times were themselves the victims of slave raids. At the beginning of
the 1830s the Egba of Abeokuta were victims of slave raiding. A few years later
their war chiefs were bringing back “Oyo, Ife, or Ijebu captives whom they
absorbed into their households, when not sold abroad, as domestic slaves.”20

In 1862 Governor Freeman of Lagos asserted that the Egba had sold a larger
number of Ijaye people, whom they were supposed to be protecting, into slav-
ery than Ibadan, Ijaye’s enemy, had done.21 The Ijesha, preyed on by Ibadan,
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in turn raided weaker eastern Yoruba groups. Ijesha warriors, including the
famed Ogedemgbe, conducted private military campaigns from which they
returned with many slaves.22 The olupo (king) of Ajasse, in Igbomina, joined
the Nupe in raiding Oworo to the east.23 The Ekiti warriors Aduloju of Ado
and Eshu (Esugbayi) of Aiyede also raided the northeastern Yoruba for
slaves.24

Ambitious warriors, competing for power as the Oyo Empire collapsed, cap-
tured slaves to serve as members of their armies, to feed their households, and
to be sold in order to buy weaponry. Afonja of Ilorin was one such warrior.
Others included the Timi of Ede, who asserted his independence of Oyo and
proceeded to attack his neighbors; Ojo Amepo, who left Ilorin, set himself up
at Amese in the Epo Province, and raided widely from there; and Atiba, a son
of Alafin (King) Abiodun of Oyo, who joined Oja, a raider operating from Ago
Oja. Later Abiodun himself became alafin, successor to the rulers of the old
empire, and set up his court at Ago Oja, which became known as New Oyo.25

Another warrior, Kurunmi, migrated to Ijaye with many slaves and then con-
tinued to expand his following:

[As] a young man, he was a notorious freebooter and slave-hunter. With a num-
ber of followers, who had attached themselves to his fortunes, he would go out
from [Ijaye] into some distant province on predatory excursions. By kidnapping
in the farms and plundering caravans he became rich and powerful and the leader
of a party which favoured his ambition to become the ruler of the city.26

Similarly the warrior Oluyole used his many slaves to establish his base at
Ibadan. Ogedemgbe, other Ijesha warriors, and Ekiti warriors in later years im-
itated their Ibadan mentors.27

Less prominent warriors and even slave soldiers also joined in the process
of enslavement. In Ilorin an informant asserts that a slave who caught slaves
for his master although “still a slave . . . was given different treatment.”28 Else-
where in Yorubaland a slave who caught slaves might retain some of them, to
use for his own purposes, or be given a monetary reward. A war chief might
also reward a soldier slave by freeing him.29

In addition to acquiring slaves by warfare, powerful states might obtain slaves
as tributary payments from vassal groups. Among the northeastern Yoruba, for
example, who became tributary to Bida, tribute payment in the form of slaves
rather than cowries (currency) seems to have increased from the reign of Masaba
(d. 1873) on, as cowries became increasingly devalued.30 Those who were given
as tribute may already have been slaves before they were handed over, but this
was not always the case. The Reverend C. E. Wating, who traveled in the north-
eastern Yoruba country with Bishops Tugwell and Phillips in 1894, reported
on Ayeri, a town near Kabba, where

the king came to call on us . . . and told us the English king was the ruler of the
world, and he besought us white men to come and help him. He said that four
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years ago, on his coming to the throne, the Nupes came and took away 300 of
his people. He told us that oppression has been the rule here for forty years; that
at first the Nupes only demanded couriers [cowries?], then farm produce, and
that now they will have slaves as well. As all their own slaves are gone as tribute,
they have to give their own children, and many, after giving their wives and chil-
dren for tribute, have left the town and not come back—among others his own
brother and cousin; that there are hardly any young people in the country, and
that their nation is becoming extinct.31

Slaves given as tribute to overlord states might include those who had been
enslaved as punishment for a crime. As punishment for murder in Ibadan, Hin-
derer reported, “the headmen . . . are not satisfied to take life for life only, but
in addition catch and sell all the family of the offender.”32 In 1879 the Egba
decreed that anyone breaking their embargo on trade with Ibadan should be
sold as a slave.33 And in most of Yorubaland, it was said, “a thief or burglar or
anyone who was unable to pay his debt or fines inflicted on him was sold to-
gether with his wife and children.”34 In addition, according to Samuel John-
son, there were “well attested cases where a member of a family would be con-
demned to slavery by a unanimous vote of all the relatives when he has brought
disgrace on the family.”35

Although individuals might be sold into slavery as punishment for crimes,
however, the majority of slaves entered the slave trade, whether external or in-
ternal, after they had been acquired as tribute, and, even more especially, as a
result of warfare and raids carried out by states vying for importance as suc-
cessors to the Oyo Empire, by non-Yoruba states, and by ambitious warriors.

The Enslaved

Members of many Yoruba-speaking groups were enslaved at various times
in the nineteenth century, along a moving and fluctuating enslavement fron-
tier. As David Eltis points out, large areas of what is now called Yorubaland were
“unaffected at first,” and there were “few hints of disruption in the western
Yoruba societies through which Clapperton and the Landers passed in the
1820s.”36 In the 1850s and 1860s, the Ekiti and Ijesha were heavily preyed on.
But in the end it seems likely that the groups that lost the greatest number of
people were the small polities of the northeastern Yoruba, including the Yagba,
Ijumu, Bunu, Oworo, Akoko, and Owe, who were attacked by Ibadan, Ilorin,
Nupe, and even their own Ekiti and Ijesha neighbors.37

At the time these small northeastern Yoruba polities were not considered to
be “Yoruba.” In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a distinction was
made, both by Western-educated Nigerians and by colonial officers, between
the more central Yoruba and the peripheral groups to the northeast who spoke
dialects of the Yoruba language. At the same time, it is highly unlikely that the
northeastern Yoruba had any idea of a “pan-Yoruba” identity that would em-
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brace them. Even the Bunu ex-slave James Thomas, who returned to the
confluence as a CMS missionary in the mid-nineteenth century, differentiated
between his people and the “Yoruba,” although he allowed that their languages
were “almost alike.”38 It is possible that such a differentiation made it more ac-
ceptable for the groups called “Yoruba” to enslave the peoples of the northeast,
although their powerlessness to resist the city-states and their war leaders must
have been the deciding factor. And in the fluid and perilous conditions of the
nineteenth century even close cultural and linguistic ties did not necessarily
prevent mutual enslavement.

There does seem, however, to have been general disapproval among Yoruba
of those who attempted to enslave people from their own towns (other than
criminals or those who had caused disgrace), especially, Oroge argues, after
Oluyole and Kurunmi led an expedition against the town of Abemo, following
a civil war in which members of the losing side were captured by the winners.39

A report from mid-century Abeokuta testifies to the severe punishment meted
out to those found guilty of enslaving their own townspeople, although it also
confirms that this practice still continued:

Strict watch is kept over those suspected of stealing men. . . . the house of one indi-
vidual who was executed for this crime in Abbeokuta, was razed to the ground.
It . . . was found to contain rooms within rooms, doors opposite doors, to facil-
itate the capture and concealment of the victims. The practice is to decoy some
unwary person and there confine him until some opportunity offers for ship-
ping him.40

Reports from Ondo and Ibadan also attest to the seriousness with which the
crime of enslaving one’s own townspeople was regarded.41 At the very end of
the nineteenth century enslavement of people from one’s own area may well
have briefly increased, in a last desperate attempt to obtain slaves before the
British took control.

Some accounts are available of individuals’ experiences of enslavement. One
such individual was Samuel Ajayi Crowther, who was captured when Osogun
was attacked by a force of “Oyo Mahomedans” (another version of Crowther’s
narrative has “Yorriba Mahommedans”), accompanied by Fulani, in 1821. He
was about fifteen years old at the time. Initially he was taken to Iseyin, the head-
quarters of his attackers. After being sold several times, he eventually reached
Lagos, where he was sold to the Portuguese:

Being a veteran in slavery . . . and having no more hope of ever going to my coun-
try again, I patiently took whatever came; although it was not without a great fear
and trembling that I received, for the first time, the touch of a White Man, who
examined me whether I was sound or not. Men and boys were at first chained
together, with a chain of about six fathoms in length, thrust through an iron fet-
ter on the neck of every individual, and fastened at both ends with padlocks. In
this situation the boys suffered the most. . . . At last we boys [were] separated from

ann o’hear

62

Falola_Childs,Yoruba Diaspo  2/2/05  1:34 PM  Page 62



the men . . . we were corded together, by ourselves. Thus we were going in and
out, bathing together, and so on. The female sex fared not much better. Thus we
were for nearly the space of four months.42

Finally Crowther and the other slaves were embarked on a Portuguese ship
bound for Brazil. The ship was intercepted, and Crowther was landed in Free-
town, Sierra Leone, in 1822.43

Another Yoruba slave who has left a record of his experiences was Osife-
kunde, an Ijebu trader. He was a young man when he was captured in 1820 in
the lagoons along the Nigerian coast, on his way east by boat from Lagos, where
he had bought European goods, to a town that has been identified as Mahin.
He was ambushed by Ijo pirates who took him to the Niger Delta port of Warri
where he was sold and sent to Brazil. In the 1830s his owner brought him to
Paris, where he described his early life, his enslavement, and his homeland to
a French scholar, D’Avezac-Macaya.44

Somewhat later, but before Abeokuta was founded in 1830, an Egba boy
who later took the name of Joseph Wright was enslaved when his town was cap-
tured in the course of the attacks on the Egba after the fall of Owu. Years later
he still vividly remembered his experience, and the fate of those who were even
less fortunate than he:

The enemies satisfied themselves with little children, little girls, young men, and
young women; and so they did not care about the aged and old people. They
killed them without mercy.45

I was brought [to their camp] the same day the city was taken. . . . When I came
to that place, the man who took me in the city took me and made a present to
the chief man of war who commanded the band which he belonged to; for the
custom was when any of their company went with bands of war, if he catch slaves,
half of the slaves he would give to his Captain.46

While I was with these enemies in the camp . . . I saw a child of about eighteen
months old cast out of the camp because the child was so young that nobody
would buy him. That poor orphan was there crying at the point of death for about
two days, and none [took] pity to pick him up.47

Wright’s account illustrates the types of slaves that were valued, and the brutal
treatment that might be meted out to captives who were not considered sal-
able, capable of transporting themselves, or able to work. While the enslavers
were said to prefer young people, including “little children,” this obviously did
not extend to children so young that they could not walk or carry loads. And
although older slaves might have their uses in a more settled economy, they
were largely a hindrance in the mobile world of the raiders.

Like Crowther, Wright was eventually sent south and sold to the Portuguese
in Lagos. The slave ship on which he was embarked was intercepted by the
British, and Wright was landed in Sierra Leone, received an education, and
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became a clergyman. But unlike Crowther and a number of other “recaptives”
(slaves freed by the antislavery squadron) who eventually returned to Nigeria,
Wright remained in Sierra Leone and engaged in Christian missionary work
there.48

Directions and Demands 
in the Internal and External Slave Trade

Some Yoruba slaves were sent northward, including the many northeastern
Yoruba who found themselves in Bida as a result of tribute exactions or raids.
There was also some trade in slaves from Ilorin to the north, and slaves were
sent north from that city as tribute to its overlords in Gwandu or Sokoto.49 How-
ever, the slaves who were put on the market in Ilorin entered a trade that flowed
overwhelmingly from north to south, to Ibadan, Abeokuta, Ijebu Ode, Lagos,
and beyond. Even after the Atlantic slave trade from Lagos declined and finally
died out, the north-south flow continued unabated through the nineteenth cen-
tury, as slaves continued to be incorporated into both large- and smaller-scale
households in the Yoruba states.50

Various towns and cities became slave marts in this north-south trade, either
temporarily or over the long term, and the Egba and Ijebu developed their po-
sition as powerful middlemen through the century.51 In the 1820s the Ijebu
were the principal suppliers of slaves to Lagos.52 Abeokuta established itself as
another major supplier of Lagos in the early 1830s, soon after its foundation.53

A variety of traders became involved. Chiefly families often sold slaves from
their private houses, as in Ibadan and Ilorin.54 By the 1870s, in Ibadan, chiefs
and others were able to use commission agents. According to missionary James
Johnson in 1877,

There [were] several private slave markets in [Ibadan] supplying its demands and
those of Abeokuta, Ijebu, Porto Novo and other places. . . . I called at one of these
markets owned by a Mohammedan Commission Agent. . . . He mistook me for
one of his English speaking customers from Abeokuta.55

Even many of the “Saro,” ex-slaves themselves, who had been landed in Sierra
Leone and later returned to Yorubaland, were involved in slave ownership and
trading.56

Many of the slaves brought south were exported through the Slave Coast
ports. Of these, by far the most important overall was Ouidah, but in the early
nineteenth century the port of Lagos rose to importance, and from 1837 it ex-
ported more slaves than Ouidah.57 In the first half of the nineteenth century
Yoruba slaves dominated departures from both these ports.58 In the 1850s the
export slave trade from Lagos declined precipitously, as a result of British ac-
tivities with regard to both Lagos and the Brazilian trade, and finally came to
an end after Britain’s annexation of Lagos in 1861. British efforts to close the
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Brazilian trade succeeded by 1851, but the Cuban trade continued until 1867,
with many Yoruba leaving for Cuba from Ouidah.59 There is even evidence
that slaves from as far away as north of Aboh, on the lower Niger, were taken
to Ouidah in the late 1850s.60 These slaves may well have included some north-
eastern Yoruba who had been sent down the Niger.

Until the end of the 1830s most of these northeastern Yoruba slaves would
have been exported into the Atlantic trade through Bight of Biafra ports, headed
especially for Cuba and, for a time, to the French Caribbean.61 In 1834 James
Thomas was a kidnap victim in his native Bunu area. He was brought to the
Niger, taken south to Aboh and from there to Bonny, sold into the Atlantic trade,
rescued, and landed in Sierra Leone. He became a Christian, and served as a
CMS missionary in Gbebe and Lokoja at the Niger-Benue confluence between
1858 and 1878. Visiting Aboh in 1858, he met Bunu slaves employed on Aboh
war canoes, as well as the son of the man who had sold him to Bonny.62

The slave trade continued through Aboh, though presumably largely for the
internal market.63 Samuel Crowther remarked on the “accumulation of slaves”
by the wealthy in the towns of Aboh, Idah, and Igbegbe on the Niger, explaining
that “since the slave-trade has been abolished in the Bight of Biafra, slaves have
become very cheap; and . . . they have the means of purchasing a great many
slaves.”64

The internal demand for slaves was particularly marked in nineteenth-
century Yorubaland itself. As many scholars have noted, the Yoruba states and
individuals vying for power needed slaves to fill their armies; to feed their armies,
followers, and households; to engage in craft industries; and to act as carriers
and trading agents. All of this long predated the end of the Atlantic slave trade,
but the rise of “legitimate” trade in palm oil added to the demand for labor.65

Although they were not shipped across the Atlantic, slaves who remained in
Yorubaland were integrated to a degree into the Atlantic world through the items
they produced.

Slaves were regarded as a good investment. According to James Johnson,

The Egbas . . . have an inveterate attachment to slave labour as do others also
and are often investing money in it saying it is absolutely necessary for their 
work and accounting it a better investment of cowries than investments upon
cloths and beads . . . which may be easily consumed by fire.66

The classic example of the internal use of slaves is Ibadan, described here
by Samuel Johnson with reference, perhaps, to the period around 1860:

Ibadan had . . . been greatly augmented, not only by immigrants . . . but also by
the thousands of slaves brought in annually . . . .

Except under especially pressing circumstances the chiefs do not now sell their
slaves or rather captives of war excepting the old and infirm and that chiefly to
procure arms and ammunition. The able-bodied men are kept and trained as sol-
diers, and it has become the law and custom that soldier-slaves are never to be
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sold under any circumstances; they are to remain permanently as members of
the house. The fair young women are added to the harems by the great, and young
men save themselves the expenses of a dowry by making wives of any that come
into their hands. . . . All the rest are sent into the farms, each to be employed in
his or her own line of work. The chiefs had large farms and farm houses con-
taining from a hundred to over a thousand souls. The men are engaged in clear-
ing the bush, cultivating the soil, cutting palm nuts and doing other male work;
the women in making palm oil, nut oil, soap, weaving mats, rearing poultry and
the smaller cattle, cultivating kitchen vegetables of all kinds for the weekly mar-
kets and the fairs; older women in preparing and spinning cotton, shelling palm
nuts, etc. All are engaged as “hands” in time of harvest.

These extensive plantations not only support their huge establishments but
also supply the markets, so that a military state though Ibadan was, food was ac-
tually cheaper there than in many other towns.67

This account illustrates the numerous uses to which slaves were put, and the
scale and complexity of the economy that grew up around the major war lead-
ers and other large-scale slaveholders. Female slaves could be used for repro-
ductive as well as other uses. Males might capture other slaves in war. Both,
however, were extensively used in agricultural and other production, not only
for household purposes but for the market. Both males and females played their
part in the production of palm oil for the new “legitimate” trade that replaced
the external slave trade.

Many Yoruba were slave owners on a large scale. For example, Kurunmi of
Ijaye was said to have three hundred wives and one thousand slaves. One of
his farms was reported to be more than one hundred acres in size, worked by
an army of slaves.68 At Epe in the 1850s, Kosoko, the exiled king of Lagos, and
his henchman, Tapa Osodi, each had more than five thousand slaves working
on their “various plantations.”69 In Abeokuta, in the 1850s, the large-scale
owners included Saro, who were “considerable holders of slaves on their
farms.”70 In later years in the same city there were “large individual producers
with from 100–500 slaves working for them.”71 At the same time, the Balogun
of Ikorodu in Ijebu reportedly held more than four hundred slaves.72 In Ondo
in the second half of the nineteenth century a large slaveholding probably meant
about one hundred slaves on average, but Edun, the Lisa of Ondo, had more
than eight hundred, “with a seraglio [harem] of about three to four hundred
women.”73 In Ilorin the Balogun Ajikobi, one of the senior Yoruba war chiefs,
had “many” plantations, with “at least twenty-five slaves working on each.”74

Women were also counted among the large-scale owners. In 1854 Madam 
Tinubu was reported to possess “some hundreds of armed slaves.”75 Samuel 
Johnson noted Efusetan of Ibadan as “owning some 2,000 slaves in her farms
alone exclusive of those at home. She also had her own captains of war and
warboys.”76

In Ilorin small-scale holdings were apparently common, because a master
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like the Balogun Ajikobi might divide up his slaves among several scattered
farms, and because “most slave-holders had mere handfuls” of slaves. The Ilorin
warrior Ojibara, said to have had “about four” plantations with “not less than
ten slaves” working on each of them, may represent the middle rank of owner.77

In Ibadan, in 1868, an Ifa priest had “about 12 men slaves” working in his farm.
E. Adeniyi Oroge, who provides this example, points out that there were many
slaveholdings of varying sizes in nineteenth-century Yorubaland.78

Not all the slaves of Yoruba slaveholders were Yoruba themselves. Certain
specialist tasks were performed by Fulani and Hausa slaves.79 Basorun Oluyole
of Ibadan is said to have had thousands of mainly Hausa-speaking slaves.80 Ac-
cording to missionary James Johnson, the slaves in Abeokuta were “drawn chiefly
from the tribe known as Gambari,” that is, Hausa, in 1880. The same infor-
mant reports that Hausa speakers were predominant among slaves in Ijebu at
the end of the century.81 These reports may reflect the use of significant num-
bers of slaves who were Hausa speakers (though not necessarily Hausa by ethnic-
ity), but they are likely to be considerably exaggerated.

Enslavement: Final Intensification and Decline

The enslavement of Yoruba continued until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Bida Emirate intensified its slave-taking among the northeastern Yoruba
in the last years before the emirate was defeated by the British in 1897.82 Ilorin
is said to have joined Etsu Maliki (who died in 1895) and his successor, Etsu
Abubakar, in “extensive slave-raiding of Kabba . . . and Oworo lands.”83 Between
1897 and 1900 there was a period of escalated slave seizure in and around Ilorin,
no doubt in reaction to the exodus of a large number of slaves after the city was
defeated by the Royal Niger Company in 1897 and also owing to a perceived
need to recoup as many slave losses as possible before the British returned to
take control of the area. The Ilorin reaction to slave loss and the threat of los-
ing the possibility of “producing” slaves in the future was epitomized in its emir’s
pleading letter to Goldie, leader of the Royal Niger Company’s 1897 expedi-
tion against Ilorin, begging him to return the slaves who had fled when the city
was defeated by the forces of the Royal Niger Company. This illustrates the im-
portance of slavery even for a state that had no crop to sell in the “legitimate”
trade.84 Ilorin was not alone in its fears, as “many warriors” elsewhere “turned
inward, raiding around their own neighbourhoods,” although this was quickly
stopped by the British authorities.85

The British takeover ended the enslavement of Yoruba by capture in war,
raiding, kidnapping, and tribute collection. Open slave trading disappeared, al-
though a clandestine trade in children from the German Cameroons and the
“pagan” peoples of northern Nigeria continued, through Ilorin, for a number
of years. Slavery itself, however, persisted in Yorubaland as elsewhere, though
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it began to decline as conditions continued to change, and by the 1930s it was
nearing its end.86

Yoruba-speaking slaves were sent to the Americas long before the nineteenth
century. However, the early nineteenth century saw a great increase in the trade
in Yoruba slaves to the New World, fed by the collapse of the old Oyo Empire
and the prolonged Yoruba wars. Yoruba speakers were enslaved in the nine-
teenth century through warfare, raids, kidnapping, and brigandage, and also as
tribute. Major states and war leaders were prominent in the process of enslave-
ment, ownership, and trade, and even slave soldiers and freed slaves joined in
the process. People from various Yoruba-speaking groups were enslaved along a
moving frontier, but it seems likely that the northeast Yoruba were, overall, the
most severely affected. The trans-Atlantic trade continued until mid-century,
sending Yoruba speakers into the New World diaspora, as is illustrated by a num-
ber of firsthand accounts. But an internal movement of slaves outlived the trans-
Atlantic trade by many years, as slaves were highly valued in the nineteenth-
century economy. Even those slaves who remained in Yorubaland might be
regarded, in some sense, as integrated into the Atlantic world through their in-
volvement in production for the “legitimate” trade.
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