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Preamble

The hono urable President General of Okpe Union, Arch. Ralph Karieren,
Chiefs, Hono urabl e Elders of the Okpe Community and distinguished Ladies
and Gentlemen, | salute you all for making this lecture on the Okpe People
possible , and | sincerely greet you in the precious name of our Lord Jesus
Christ.

| must confess that the invitation to ad dress such an august body is a rare

hono ur as it is also humbling, especially since the subject matter, AThe
Okpe: Who ar issowleafto most of our hearts. Please permit me to

rephrase the title a little to read, AThe I dentity and Origin of

Peopl.e&am sure you will agree with me that this encompasses the one

suggested above. An hono ur of such magnitude forces one to reach deep

into oneds consciousness in order to render
invite you to accompany me on this ex ploratory excursion into the identity

and origin of the Okpe People.

However, | have not come as one who knows it all but as a person who has
spent considerable time and energy in personally traversing the length and
breadth of Okpeland; who in that proc ess, has assembled a remarkable
wealth of information and data from talking to countless knowledgeable
individuals, key community leaders, elders, priests and major experts of our
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traditional religions and practices, of the OKPE PEOPLE. | am grateful to Go d
that | tapped the knowledge of such elders when | did because majority of

them have passed on. They would have been buried with their great wisdom

and knowledge otherwise, and we would have been impoverished as a

result. 1 sincerely acknowledge all their contributions and inspiring support
that they accorded me; principal among them was Chief J. E. Biokoro of
bl essed memory, the Itota of Okpe. He was a

knowledge who, like a living encyclopedia, gladly guided many a researcher
like me, through the morass of our Okpe history. One simply cannot thank
such Okpe heroes and heroines enough.

Without their enthusiastic support and assistance, this gathering will not be

holding today. While thanking them, | dedicate this lecture to their gallant
contributions that were motivated by their great love for Okpeland.
Nevertheless, | must still say that | am willing to learn new facts or else

modify what knowledge | have amassed. This means that what is being
presented here cannot, therefo re, be the final answer to the issues
addressed. | certainly stand to be corrected.

Meanwhile, my experiences till date have been singularly heart -warming
because the oral tradition | gleaned from the people themselves was largely
corroborated by the mos t available and credible literature on the Okpe,
which other reputable scholars, academics and administrators have
composed. | am also profoundly indebted to the excellent works of men like,

Onigu Otite, Obaro lkime, Sam U. Erivwo, J. W. Hubbard, R. E. Bra dbury,
Peter Ekeh and M.Y. Nabofa, to name only a few mostly non -Okpe writers.
This lecture has equally benefited from archival materials like, Mr. L.E.H.

Fel | omefligence Report on the Okpe , and the letter from Mr. R.L.
Bowen, the senior Resident, Wa  rri Province . | will be remise if | fail to
mention my indebtedness to fellow Okpe authors like I.S. Mebitaghan and

Joseph Asagba. Needless to say, | made profuse references to these written
sources in the present lecture.



Please permit me to say, as | dr aw this lengthy preamble to a close that the
Okpe story is one that must be told and rehearsed repeatedly for the general
enlightenment of us all and for onward transmission to posterity; to Okpe
sons and daughters at home and in the Diaspora.

So, who are we Okpe, and where did we come from?
Modus Operandi

Modus operandi addresses issues of methodology. In other words, how is
one to approach a subject of this nature, especially since it frequently

generates needless controversy? There are those who argue persistently
that Okpe should remain identified by the label imposed on them by British
Colonial administrators. On the contrary, there are others who seriously

think otherwise. However, to minimize further contentions, the approa ch of

this lecture is comparable to that of a chef gradually peeling an onion until

the task is accomplished successfully. In other words, it is a method that

carefully progresses from the known to the unknown; and the Socratic
Method will be adopted here  as one poses and answers significant, probing
guestions.

The Prevailing Habit of Defining Okpe

We shall commence the discussion by first analyzing the current prevailing

habit of outsiders who claim the right , without any  empirical
justification , to defin e the Okpe people. As a result, they have arbitrarily

and courageously foisted the label of another ethnic group on them. True,

the Urhobo are neighbo urs of the Okpe; but is that a sufficient justification

for insisting that they belong together? However, there are clear
evidences that show the Okpe to belong to a different extraction

sociologically, linguistically and historically.

It is common knowledge today that the Okpe are characteristically grouped
with the Urhobo and labeled as such. When did this practice begin and is
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such characterization accurate?
Rev. R.E. Bradbury indicates that

A thobo and Isoko [are] each spoken by a number of tribes in
varying dialects, and Okpe, Er ohwa, an
by the Okpe, Erohwa, and Uvbie tribes respe ctivelyeé

Okpe is said to be closer to the Edo of the Benin Kingdom than
are the Urhobo dialects properé

In the major grouping given above and in the table that follows

the Erohwa are included with the Isoko tribes while the Evrho é
and Okpe speakers are in  cluded with the Urhobo tribes; this has
been done on a geographical rather than a linguistic

basis . ¢emphasis added) .*

Bradbury is of the opinion that the British Colonial administrators were
responsible for grouping the Okpe with the Urhobo; and their re ason for
doing so was primarily because of their geographical proximity; not because

of a careful, anthropological study. Bradbury considers both to be different

linguistic groups, and actually suggests that the Okpe language is even

closer to the Edo lang uage of Benin than are Urhobo dialects.

In other words the British Colonialists, driven by sheer administrative
convenience, arbitrarily grouped the Okpe with the Urhobo without a careful
ethnographic study of the area. From all indications, the Urhobo Pro gressive
Union ( UPU) simply adopted the practice of identifying Okpe as Urhobo
without conducting a research of their own to justify such a claim. They
appeared to have aped the practice of British  Colonial administrators
because that was singularly advant ageous to their goals and general

' RE Bradbury, The Benin Kingdom and the E8peaking Peoples of SotWestern NigerigLondon:
International African Institute, 1970), p. 128.



objectives. Onigu Otite alludes to this UPU attitude by stating that

filt should be noted, however, that it was not until October 1, 1938,

that the name, 060Sobod or O6Suboud was <che
as the appropriat e and desired name for the twenty social

units é Their separate assertiveness is probably regarded, in

many respects, as an obstacle to an all -Urhobo unity
particularly vis -a-vis neighboring Bini or Itsekiri and other
apparently more united large ethnic gro ups in the new state. The
formation of the Urhobo Progressive Union in the 1930s was

therefore hardly a surprising attempt to over -shadow
smaller societal separateness with comparatively wider all -
Urhobo cultural macro -symbolism . d emphasis added ). ?

Otite i s stati ng sepanate, mdivideakassirtiveness of each social
uni liké the Okpe, wa s anfiobstacle to an all -Ur hobo unthaUPO,
mounted vigorous efforts to discourage any such movement. The proponents

of Urhobo unity probably accomplished t heir objectives by squelching the
aspirations of smal l er groups towar ds t h
assertivene sovedshadowidg b ysuch efforts within the context of a
avider all -Urhobo cultural macro -s y mb o | i. $h@idmodus operandi was
vigorously mou nting a deliberate program me of assimilation . It must be
noted however, that  the Okpe Union came into existence on May 16, 1930;

and thus preceded the UPU that commenced on November 3, 1931, by more

than a year. 3

No wonder, the Urhobo quite often appear | ittery and perturbed whenever
the Okpe embark on solidarity drives. That explains why during a supposedly

2 Onigu Otite, Autonomy and Dependence: The Urhobo Kingdom of Okpe in Modern Nligetan:
Ibadan University Press, 1972) pp. 11-12.

% Ibid, pp.92, 97, & pp. 124-125.



all Urhobo gatherings, like what occurred at the Petroleum Institute, Effurun,

on July 30 -3 1, 20009, t he wwas deliberdtel/kapoaéd,as if t he
Okpe people were simply non -existent. Sometimes even Okpe sons and
daughters at such gatherings cower for fear of what might happen to them if

they dared to claim a separate Okpe identity. If one gets up and tries to

address such a meeting in the Okpe | anguage, that person, invariably, is
vehemently opposed and shouted down angrily as if he or she has
committed an abomination. Once again, this attitude of deliberately wishing

to assimilate the Okpe is assumed and it is NOT SUPPORTED by a careful,
analyti cal study or scholarly research. It is very arbitrary and presently

being rammed down the throat of the Okpe.

But, should outsiders be the ones to say who the Okpe are ? Who, for
instance, can legitimately pronounce that | am the son of Eyube, the son of

Osume, the son of Tive of Mereje and a descendant of Orhue? Is it an
outsider or my Father? My father, of course! So why do many Urhobo
continue to doggedly assume the right to define the Okpe people by
unjustifiably claiming that Okpe is Urhobo? What legal rights have they for
doing that?

Yet, they are succeeding in their determined effort to swallow up Okpe

because many individuals in the wider Nigerian society appear to have also

joined the band wagon. No wonder, if a falsehood is repeated frequently and

courageousl vy, It begins to acquire the char ac
Urhobo appear to have done to the Okpe. For instance, the following article

from Sola Adebayo, who quotes the Izon National Congress (INC) in the

Punch Newspaper of April 13, 20 06, amply illustrates what is being

suggested here. The article reads,

A Mr . President should reach out to the acc
and dialogue with them. All of us are aware that INC is the umbrella
body for the ljaw, Urhobo Progressive Union for the Urhobo , and



| soko Devel opment Uni on Hmphasist ddded) 8 oko, et c

The gentleman assumes that Okpe is Urhobo and that her interests are
represented by the U  PU; a stance that obviously denies a separate existence
for the Okpe. | cannot say t hat | blame him because he was not aware that
the Okpe have the Okpe Union, which represents their interests, and that it
actually commenced operation in 1930, at least one year before the UPU.

Here is a challenge for the leadership of the  Okpe Union to help set the
record straight by being proactive in articulating Okpe interests in
contemporary Delta State and in national matters , because Okpe is a
distinct ethnic group with a clearly defined language, history, culture and
geographical territory in Delta State. As other ethnic groups air their views

on national issues, our Okpe Union cannot afford to be silent or remain
incognito but be equally as vocal and active as the others.

A second clear evidence of UPU deliberate efforts to absorb Okpe within the

Urhobo umbrella was contained in the minutes of the O0Proceedings of t
Annual Gener al Counci l mre Becambeg, 1964. At thRtU 6

UPU Council, agenda () was devoted to discussing, AAttitudes of Ok r
P e o p I, ealcerning their lack of active partici pation in the U PU. Speaker

after speaker narrated their several encounters with the Okpe on the

subject. The Principal Secretary to the Council even reported how he had

contacted both the 6O0Orodj! and the Okpe Unio
attitudes of the  Okpe towards the UPU. > What is remarkable about that

meeting was the  bold claim of the UPU that Okpe is Urhobo, without an

iota of empirical proof from scholarly research. As the B

* SolaAdebt 823 2 NNAST 6/ 2y3aINBaa Fhdz §4 LITHePSe&agsSi eSSy h

¢ KdZNAERF& ! LINAf MOX Hnancod b2GS Fftaz2 NBOSyid NBfSIFasS:

f dzZYLISR G(23SGKSNI gA0K ( GBEmaiyGBENBIE S XE! NK202 @S Laz2123 ¢
SqaiydziSa 2F GKS t NPOSSRAYI&E 2F G(KS !yyddt DSYSNIf [/ 2c¢
Archives, Ibadan, December, 1962.



Knowl e deesiodeed kill.  °©

The third evidence that portrays the vigorous efforts of the Urhobo to
swallow up Okpe can be seen in the violent reactions of the Urhobo against

Okpe initiatives that appeared inimical to their perceived ideals of Urhobo

Unity. A typical example of this occurred when the O kpe decided to crown

their ki ng, rsid zi 11, on January 1, 1945.

jealousy and antagonism of other members of the Western Urhobo native
administrative council. Otite observes that

AAnother and probably more serious aspect of t he membership of the
Western Urhobo native administration was connected with Okpe king,
whose installation was officially noted rather than recognized by the
colonial government in 1948. That year was one of great disunity
and jealousy among the groups com prising the Western Urhobo
nati ve admi ni st r athei iostallatienr af &l Okpe king
provoked the revival of the Oghara kingship and the inauguration of
Agbon kingship in the 1950s. The installation in 1945 of the king

of Okpe should, therefore, be seen not in isolation but as part
of a wave of demand for kingship in Warri (now Delta) Province

during the colonial era . gemphasis added). ’

The above excerpt speaks for itself. The installation of Esezi 11 as the
Orodje of Okpe intensified the hostility of the other groups that comprised
Western Urhobo. It aroused their jealousy and sparked off increased

Th

demands for the installation of lvies, 6 ki ngso, t hroughout Ur hob:

6 Hos. 4:6.

! Otite, Autonomy and Dependengep. 100-101.
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opposition was very real because even the Senior Resident of Warri
Province , R. L. Bowen, alluded to it with the following words:

ASome of t he ot her cl ans of t he
Administration  began to get suspicious that, if Ukpe elected
an Oroje, they would then claim to have the senior man
who should always be President of the Council e At
time the other clans were informed that, when they get their
Executive Council, the President of such would go in rotation

from clan to clan (% mphasis added). o

This excerpt implies that the Urhobo members of Western Urhobo nat ive
administration were only pacified after they had received assurances from

the Senior Resident of the Province that the Presidency of the local
administrative council would rotate from one group to the other. Mr. Bowen

also insisted that the Orodje of O kpe would not assume the permanent
Presidency of the native administrative council; that step actually jettisoned

the important principles of geographical size and population in matters of

similar considerations. That move by the British administrators was based
exclusively on their desire to pacify the others in the administrative council;

but it commenced the skewed mathematical formula, which the Urhobo

gladly latched on to, even though it commenced the effective
marginalization of the Okpe people. See t he maps below that are adapted
fromR. E. B r a d bThe BerdinsKingdom and the Edo  -Speaking Peoples of

8 RL Bowen, Senior Resident, Warri Province, Ukpe Urhobo Clan, Western Urhobo Native

Administration W.P. 486, (i.e. WP216/1) National Archives, Ibadan, 23/11/44. See also Otite,
Autonomy and Dependenge93.
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South -Western Nigeria , and p.165a: °

Yeur,
EDO-STEAKING PEOPLES
o
SOUNTI-WESTRIAN NIGERIA

SLMla 5 ¥ Avmvune
n 2

Urhobo writers are frequently quick to claim that Okpe is one out of the 23
clans of Urhobo and so argue with the skewed mathematical formula that
the Okpe are 1/23 " of Urhobo. But if one glances at the map above, and
compares it with the next one below, the enormous mathematical error in

the calculation of Urhobo authors becomes very glaring.

’CcE Osume, The Okpe Peopléagos: Nehemiah Projects International, 2005) pp.52 & 55.
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The accurate picture is really more like acknowledging that Okpe is
approximately 1/3 ™ of the entire area so designated by Bradbury. The two

maps show clearly that both in the geographical size and in population the

more appropriate position is that Okpe, quite obviou sly, is about 1/3 ™. But
since the erroneous calculation cited above is decidedly more
advantageous to the Urhobo, especially for developmental purposes, Urhobo

elites have continued to trumpet  the faulty formula; and they employ
intimidation as well as th  eir privileged intellectual, political and financial
positions to forcefully impose the outrageous falsehood.

For instance, all the past Governors of Delta State have been Urhobo; yet

12



the entire  geographical area covered by Okpeland conspicuously lacks

inf rastructural facilities. Sometimes even Federal Government
establishments in Okpeland have been relocated elsewhere by Urhobo
governors; a typical example of that was the Naval Base that the Federal
Government situated in Sapele, which an Urhobo governor, exercising his
brute, political will power, influenced the federal government to relocate it to
Oghara. Furthermore, Sapele, which was once a prominent and thriving
Nigerian metropolis, has not fared well in their hands either. The City has

been virtually abandoned by them and relegated to a ruinous existence.
Sapele, today, has retrogressed and it is now only a mere shadow of its

former glorious self; thanks to the Urhobo governors of the State.

As vast as Okpe is territori aklbvwed broteerse 0 of t he
sited a single tertiary institution there. Besides, while the Urhobo have

multiplied local government areas as they have also created additional clans,

the Okpe, on the other hand, have remained stuck with only two local

government areas instead of at least four .

Even during the discussion concerning the lukewarm attitude of the Okpe
towards the UPU, the then Deputy President -General of the Union, Chief
Odiete, defended the Okpe position by insisting that

fiOkpe people were aggrieved becau se they felt that their
fellow Urhobo stood in their way in their fight for a
separate administrative unit or Division. 0

Chief Odiete recalled how  the Okpe Union sent out circular letters to all

Okpe people instructing them not to fraternize with the Urho bo. The
circular letters, he said, had since been rescinded (emphasis
added). 1°

I KAST hRASGSQa wSYFNJ &Y atka-ys bldAzylrt | NDKA@GSAS L
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Chief Odiete did not mince words: the Urhobo were blocking the moves

of the Okpe towards self - determination. In reaction to that, the Okpe
Union immediately swung into action b y instructing their members to desist
from fraternizing with the Urhobo; they soon rescinded that counsel,
however; but why? As hinted above, the likely reason was ignorance
because no one has taken the pains to investigate the general Urhobo claims

schola rly.

The Okpe are a Different Extraction Sociologically

On this issue, the erudite Urhobo scholar, Peter P. Ekeh, argues in his paper

entitled, nOoOGlI SO TI MES AND EWEKA TI MES:

THE EDOID COMPLEX OF CULTURESO, ¢t hat

fiThere is littt e doubt that the shades of the Ogisos would be
much more comfortable among the modern Urhobo than with

the modern Benin. There certainly would be greater mutual
respect and understanding between the Urhobo and the shades

of the Ogisos than anything the Ogi sos could expect from
modern Benin.

Urhobo exemplifies a segmentation in its cultural ensembles that

has sometimes been called clan organization. Urhobo is
certainly segmented into smaller cultural groupings that are
all linked together into the Urhobo cul tural whole

The Urhobo, in all probability, took away with them the pattern
of clan organization in place under the Ogisos , while the
Benin experienced important transformations under the

succeeding dynasty of the House of

The Ogisos were not empir e-builders.  Nor was it clear from

14
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the early Obas that the dynasty would embark on empire -
building. The change probably came with the famed five Obas of

the middle fifteenth and the whole of the sixteenth centuries T
Ewuare the Great, Ozolua, Esigie, Orhogb ua, and Ehengbuda i
whose reigns in close proximity established Benin as a foremost
imperial power in West Africa . ¢Emphasis added) **

Peter Ekeh is stating quite succinctly that the Urhobo migrated from ancient

Benin, that is f rom Igodomigodo , during the Ogiso era (circa 601 T 1200

A.D.), and that the social orientation they imbibed, which remained with

them till the modern era, was ficlan organi zat
Urhobo are fAsegmented into smaller cul tur al
are generally bound within an AUrhobo cultural

That explains why the Urhobo never talk about
they have several lvies, each heading a clan. This decentralized clan

existence of the Urhobo, quite understandably from the su mmation of Peter

Ekeh above, is probably the reason why the number of Urhobo clans is

constantly on the increase. In the modern era, the number of Urhobo clans

developed to 20; soon later, that number grew to 22 ; the recent
developments in Oghara have furt her upgraded the number of their clans to

23 ; and still counting.

The situation is decidedly different with the Okpe, whose sociological
orientation is KINGDOM DEVELOPMENT; and Peter Ekeh appears to concede
that by the citations from his paper above.

L1 86GSNI t® 918KZ 4hDL{h ¢La9{ !b5 92 EBOD ¢La9{y
/hat[9- hC /![¢!'w9{é3 /KAST WOAEzuA M COEK I NB F0 |
Centre, Benin City, 14th. December, 2001.
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The history of Okpe migration, which shows them departing Benin during the

era of the Afamed five Obaso, wi || be discu
Urhobo left Benin with the clan organizational system of the Ogiso Dynasty

of ancient Benin, the Okpe , on the ot her hand, migrated from Benin through

Igboze their progenitor , with the  empire/kingdom orientation of the

Obas of the sixteenth Century. This means that the Okpe are a kingdom -

conscious people, making them significantly distinct and different  from

the Urho bo, who are segmented as a group of people. The Urhobo, as

Peter Ekeh has eloquently argued, are now seen to have developed aclan -

orientation that they acquired from the Ogiso era. Squeezing a kingdom -

conscious people such as the entire Okpe nation, into a single 6cl a
existence, as the Urhobo elites are currently trying to do, is really like

forcing a square peg into a round hole . That will simply not work!

If not, how else will one explain the dispersion of Okpe into twelve
administrative centers that d eveloped after the violent revolution instigated
by Odorume? That incident occurred long before the advent of British
Colonialism in the late 19 ™ Century. The following diagram highlights the
point: 2

2 ¢k Osume, The Okpe Peoplpp. 120-122. Also see Otite, Autonomy and Dependenae, 69.
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Fig, 2:  PATTERN OF OKPE DISPERSION FROM OREROKPE

If the Okpe were oriented towards clan formation, the twelve
administrative centers shown above would have quite easily
fragmented , by any stretch of imagination, into 14 OKPE CLANS at
least. But as things are, the Okpe have remained one, united,
administrative unit because of their kingdom  consciousness . Hence
Otite observes that the British found them to be among the most
organized people -group in the entire area:

The Okpe were reputed to be the most progressive and

best administered group through their native authority. This was
probably becausetheyh ad t he best traditions of
government and the will to keep it and make it work. Okpe

17



experience of internal political crises and change and their

embrace of achievement and innovation in political matters
contributed to the maintenance of th eir leading position in the
locality . Through its exemplary position the Okpe wsdtate €
good example for the other groups in the whole of the Western
Urhobo Council area (emphasis added ). 13
Otite is making the succinct observation that when the British colonial

administrators appeared on the scene, they found the Okpe to be a well
organized people in the area; a fact which endeared them to others as pace
setters, and as a real source of pride to her people. Besides, they had the
will to make that happen because, even though Otite missed that, the Okpe
are a kingdom -oriented people.

The Udogun Okpe , the twelve administrative regions of the kingdom,

and its array of officers such as: rkal ukp o Kgiuo and Irijo, clearly
demonstrate the kingdom based orga nizational structure of the Okpe people.

This kingdom framework was actually already obvious when the Okpe
crowned their first Orodje, Esezi 1, in the 17™ century. That organizational
structure had certainly crystallized by the time of Okpe unification du ring the
pre -colonial eraof A n K v b hadndirsstration (circa 1890 A.D). 14

Otite further indicates on several occasions that nt he Ok pe counci
maintained its reputation for being the most progressive and best

admi ni stered council area ¥ mhisWwabecaise oPtheovi nce. ¢
sociolo gical orientation of the Okpe people: i.e., kingdom consciousness

Herein | ies the major, fundamental flaw of Urhobo elites in their vigorous

13 Otite, Autonomy and Dependence: The Urhobo Kingdom of Okpe in Modern Nig8¢ia
1% \bid, pp. 6372.
15 ..
Ibid, pp. 88, 89,92, & 98.
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pursuit of Okpe assimilation: the Okpe DO NOT FORM clans like their
Urhobo neighbo urs; they are a  kingdom consciou s people

The Okpe are a Different Extraction Linguistically

Concerning the Okpe language, Otite writes:

fiThere are certain characteristics and peculiarities of the [Okpe]
dialect which make it incomprehensible to other Urhobo and
which is, therefore s ometimes used to justify its separateness
and exclusiveness . §

Otiteds observation is that Gckgraeteridtics ramgdu a ge  h a
peculiarites , mence Ait [is] incomprehensible to oth
because of that obvious difference, t he language is sometimes used as a

necessary justification for Okpe fiseparateness or exclusiveness. 0 He is not

alone in this observation. Augusta Omamor, a professor of Linguistics in the
University of Ibadan has a similar view. She writes,

fiThe Urhobo in  the more narrow sense of the term are consistent
in their categorical description of Okpe as a different language
that is totally incomprehensible to them . @Emphasis added)

AWilliamson (1973) provides some insight into the interpretation
of lexico -statist i c al percentagesé As | take p
80% to mean that the lists compared clearly belong to different

16 Onigu Otite, Autonomy and Dependence: The Urhobo Kingdom of Okpe in Modern Nigeria,
12.
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languages and below 85% to mean that they arguably belong to
di fferent | anguagesé

If, however, we follow the criteria set out by Williamson abov

then of the South -Western Edoid Languages for which Lexico
Statistical percentages are presented in Elugbe (1989), only
Agbarho and Ughienvben can, with any degree of credibility, be

said to belong to the same | anguage
Ok p! andi U each r e pgiffeeertdanguagge a related

to but distinct from Urhobo . emphasis added).

Omamor presents her findings in the following manner:

The percentages for Isoko in relation to Agbarho ( 74) &

Ughi + n v12e¢are ir( fact higher than either:

@ Those for Ok p! and Uv wi ¢ [
Ughi * nvben whieithér way ore

(o) Those for Ok p! and Uv wi !
respectively 63 and 62. Yet é 1soko

i n
i s

S

rel at i

and quite correctly so, as being distinct from U rhobo while

Ok p! and ddntivue ' to be wrongly described

dialects of Urhobo (emphasis added) by both the

generality of the Urhobo and other outsiders. ot

Arguing strictly from the perspective of linguistics, Omamor establishes that
Okpe is a differe nt | anguage from Ur hobo. She

t o

17

November, 1992.
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classify Okpe as a 6dialect of Urhoboo;

t
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doing so. Isoko, with slightly higher lexico - statistical percentages than the
Okpe, is currently accepted by all a s a different language or as a separate
ethnic group from the Urhobo. If that is acknowledged, it is then decidedly
erroneous, even sometimes oppressive , to continue to regard Okpe less,
because her case for separate recognition as a distinct ethnic group is even
more empirically justifiable. That the Okpe language is related to Urhobo in

many aspects does not obviate the fact that they are both different
languages. For instance, there are known similarities among all the Edoid
language groups in Edo and De Ita states. Yet such linguistic closeness does
not then imply that for example, Okpe is Bini or Bini is Urhobo or Ishan is
Isoko.

Given the above linguistic analysis by Omamor, one finds it very worrisome

that a large number of people continue to adamantly subsume the Okpe

under Urhobo; such people write and speak about Urhobo as if Okpe is non -

exi stent or a nonentity. The AUni tynpl8cemmit o
machinery for the revitalization of Urhobo Language and save it from

e xt i nct\Whanaba ut the extinction of Okpe language or indeed of the

Okpe people? Such considerations are not i n o f
propaganda. Such concerns are not their worry; the Okpe might as well go

to oblivion, for all they care.

Here again, it is for Okp e leaders and the Okpe Union to care and protect

Okpe |l anguage from extinction. The question |
t hese Il ssues?0 Let me suggest at sanhand j unct
daughters need to support financially and enthusiastically the | nstitute for

Okpe Studies , because | am persuaded that it is one establishment in Okpe
kingdom that will significantly help to guarantee the survival of Okpe
language and her people.

Additionally, the 1977 Nigerian National Policy on Education, revised in
1981, recommended that AEvery [ Nigerian] child éshould
his own language or the language of the immediate community for
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the first three years ifi Theeicarpa from Omantoro ol . o

indicates that the Nigerian Government recognizes the imp ortance of the

various ethnic groups in the country, and has introduced the necessary

machinery for their survival within the context of unity in diversity . Butthe
proposed AUrhobo Unityodo appears to negate th
existence by assidu ously pursuing their narrow concept of Unity by

assimilation . Energetic efforts to swallow up the OKPE under Urhobo

appellation without regard for their distinct ethnicity, is a disservice

to the noble goals of Nigeria and can therefore hardly be regarded as

desirable.

The deliberate refusal to acknowledge, as was accorded to the Isoko in the

19506s, that the Okpe are a distinctly separa
as oppressive and inimical to progress in Delta State. Why must the

proposed 0 U neffinted 6nly lwiehin the context of assimilation or

absorption? What about the concept of Unity in Diversity?

The Okpe are a Different Extraction Historically

Once again Otitebds caution shoulltdsndiqutetheeded.
clear whether it is co  rrect to assert that Okpe predecessors were sons of the
descendants of Ur hobo & rHisoliservatiorsis reallyogsite ki n. 0
accurate, because what he saw earlier as a likely probability is now found to

be true. From all indications the Okpe are no t Adescendants of Urho
his close kino; because historically, when ev
left Benin, the Okpe, technically speaking, were still in the loins of the Obas

of Benin.

By dzadzadr t KAE hYlY2NSdk A6e bR CKYAKULIE y[ H OK22f aKé | L

November, 1992.
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Jacob Egharevba maintains that reigd the Solsos sai d t |
(Urhobos) migrated from Benin and became the founders of Abraka and

ot her t 8 iEgharevba is referring to the reign of Oba Egbeka (circa

1370 A.D.); that was the time the esteemed Benin historian recorded the

last Urhobo migration from Benin.

Chief M. P. Okumagba adds credibility to the early migration of the Urhobo
with the following words:

AShortly after the arrival of Prince Aranmiyan in about 1170 A.

D., leading members of Urhoho village left to found their own

new settlement farth e r away from Beniné The Gro
the Mid -West ljaw country near Patani and settled among the

Oproza family of Mid -Western ljaw. The place of settlement

became known as Erhowa. The people kept to the name known

as URHOHO and later became known as URHOB O. An ltsekiri

Historian T Chief William A. Moore referred to them in his book

as SOBOS...

Reverend S. O. Efeturi in his SHORT HISTORY OF EROHOWA said
that the founders of Isoko tribe on their journey from Benin met

the Urhobos at Erhowa. And this was dur ing the period of the
reign of Obas Ewedo and Oguala. The most probable occasions

for this migration were likely to be the years between 1255 A. D.

and 1280 A.D. 0%

19 Onigu Otite, Autonomy and Dependenge,12

20 Jacob U Egharevba, A Short History of BenifBenin City: Fortune and Temperance (Publishing) Co., Fifth Edition,
2005), p. 14.

2 Chief M. P. Okumagba, A Short History of URHOBWarri: Kris and Pat (Nig.) Ltd., 1979), pp.6-
8.
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Okumagba continues his discussion with the following words:

fiThat shows and is proof in it self that the last accepted Oba of
Benin who ruled when Urhobos were in Benin was OGISO ERE.
Therefore the Urhobos left Benin shortly after 1052 A.D. and
1170 A.D. when Oba Aranmiyan ascended the throne of Benin...

Chi ef William A. Moor e I RISTGRYsSOF b o0 o0 k f
| TSEKI RI 06 at Chapter 1 -apagaes 13Pr s aird tio
advent of the Benin prince Ginuwa to the territory now known as

the kingdom of Itsekiri or Iwere, (in about 1480 A.D.) the area

was inhabited mainly by three TRIBES, namely ljaws, So bos

(Urhobos) and Mahins. The most populous amongst these were

the Sobos (Urhobos) 0.

The migration of Urhobos from Erhowa in the ljaw country after

a long period of settlement started after 1280 A.D. And between

1300 A.D. and 1400 A.D. the movement and s pread of the Owha
(founder and father) Group of Urhobos had covered considerable

land territory and the settlements of Ughelli, Ogor, Agbarha and

Orogun were already flourishing. Other Urhobo settlements of
Uwheru, Ewu, Udu, Ujevbe, Olomu, Abraka and few o thers were
known to be flourishing before 1400 A.D <

A few details emerge from the above piece from Okumagba:

1. He and Peter Ekeh are in agreement that the Urhobo migrated from
Benin during the times of the Ogisos, just before the emergence of
the Ewaka Dynasty in about 1200 A.D.

2. The name, Sobo (Urhobo), was already in vogue by 1255 A.D, as
the designation of a distinct group of people; even Egharevba

22 |bid,
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recognize d that nomenclature with his description of the migration

to Abraka from Benin in 1370 A. D. One can therefore safely
conclude that the name, fiSobo or Urhoboo,
the advent of British colonialism in Nigeria .

3. That by 1400 A.D. distinct Urhobo settlements had sprung up in the
Niger Delta in clearly recognized Urhobo cen ters such as: Ughelli,
Ogor, Agbarha, Orogun, Ewu, Udu, Ujevben, Olomu and Abraka.

4. During this early Urhobo migration from Benin the Okpe were not
mentioned by name. Why not? Was it because they were subsumed
under the umbrella of Urhobo then? Or could it be because the
Okpe had not yet surfaced in history? If this later suggestion is
true, then how are they related, if at all, to the Urhobo?

Several individuals have also conducted credible research into the past of
the Okpe people that will provide acc eptable, credible answers to the
guestions posed above.

Otite observed earlier that Ait is about the
traditions a? eWhat this dmpkes isothat a presumed earlier
tradition of Okpe history is most likely an imposi tion and should be treated

as false, because it never existed. After all, the elders interviewed did not

recall any specific details about such an early tradition of Okpe migration.

Quite often, even when some people talk about it, they allude to the so -

call ed early Okpe movements with sweeping com
came from Ife via Benino; they frequently do
such assertions.

On the contrary, the Okpe generally trace their origin to the Adane Okpe;

2 hyA3dz h G AThé UrholiolPopiédé b Onigu Otite, (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books (Nig.)
Ltd., 1982), p.121.
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that is to the f  our princely brothers: Orhue, Orhoro, Evbereke and Esezi. For

a person to legitimately claim to be an Okpe, he or she must have
descended from one or more of the four quarters that comprise Adane Okpe.

But who are these men and who fathered them?

Quoting from Hubbard, Otite writes,

fiThese emigrants settled in the Agbarho quarters of the present
Isoko Okpe, which has a common boundary with Ozoro in Isoko

Division. Okpe himself is believed to h
However, before his death, he had four sons: Orhue, Orhoro,
Evbreke and Esezi, i n order of seni or i

Orhue later crossed the nearby stream and founded Orerokpe,
the capital of the kingdom, marking Okpe ownership of it by
planting an oghriki tree nearthe adene. &*

Otite answ ers the questions posed above by maintaining that the father of

the four princely brothers was Okpe , who migrated to the present day Isoko

Okpe. The elders interviewed al $£dtteagleésed it ,
essentially with the elders interviewed that Okpe himself died here in Okpe

Isoko.

The excerpt also states that years later, Orhue, the eld est of the four
brothers prospected for more land by crossing the Warri River, and
discovered Orerokpe. On reaching home he convinced his brothers that they

should all move to the new site, which was more spacious for them. They did

and jointly founded Ore rokpe as well as the Adane Okpe , Okpe four
Descent Quarters: Orhu ! , Or hKr K, Evbreke and Esezi

24 Otite, Autonomyand Dependencep. 13-14.
2 CE Osume, The Okpe Peoplpp. 97-100.
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What about Mr. Okpe himself? Who was his father, and from where did he
proceed to found Okpe roé6 | kper s ?

Prince Ena Basimi Eweka of blessed memory, one of the sons of Oba
Akenzua Il and a brother of the current Oba of Benin , Oba Erediauwa, wrote
under the sub title, AOkpeo, that

fiThe sum total of the narratives above indicates that Ivboze (or
Igbose or Ugbose) who migrated from Benin was the father of
Okpe who was the founder of the Okpe communities in both
Isoko and Urhobo areas...

According to the story, one of the sons of the founder called
Okpe, left Olomu to found the Okpe Clan of the Isoko Area .38

The above excerpt from Prince Eweka clears the air unambiguously. He

maintains that Okpe was the son of Igboze, and that he left Olomu, which

his father founded fAto found the Okpe Clan of
ro I kper+ or Okpe I soko. On this subject Otit

iFi erce disputes and di sagreements over
death, led to his son and his followers leaving Olomu territory.

According to Hubbard, these emigrants settled in the Agbarho

guarters of the present Isoko Okpe which has a common

boundary with Ozoro in Isoko division. Okpe himself is believed

to have lived and died here . 3

Both Hubbard and Otit e appear to subscribe fundamentally to the
summation of Prince Eweka that Okpe departed from Olomu to found Okpe

?® Prince E. B. Eweka, Evolution of Benin Chieftaincy Tit{@enin City: University of Benin Press,
1992), pp. 203-204.

27 Otite, Autonomy and Dependengep.13-14.
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Isoko where he lived and died.

Erivwo supports the general view of the story by adding the information

t hat i mplies |1 gboze 6 seindistsahathigbozen shriDé anantbe. H

brass bust of his wife are currently located in Olomu, which plays host to

Igboze festival that occurs every twenty years. Erivwo claims to have

actually seen the 6l gbozed items f.n Ol omu whe

Conce rning Ighoze, Prince Eweka comments further:

filt is said that Olomu was founded by one Ivboze (variously referred

to as Ighoze or Ugboze) who was either the son or relative of an Oba

of Benin. It is thought that this Oba is probably Oba Ozolua...

(Emphasi s added). According to the Olomu Intelligence Report
paragraph (24), |l gboze founded t he Ol om
remains that the person Ivboze (or Igboze or Ugboze) left Benin to

found whatever was founded at Olomu s

We are informed additionally that l gboze who founded Ol omu
the son or relative of an Oba of Benin. It is thought that this Oba is probably

Oba Ozolwua. o6 This information is very signif
identify the Oba of Benin, who most likely was the Father of | gboze. Prince
Ewekads observation did not only bridge the ¢
whom he portrayed as Father and Son; he also substantially corroborated

the Okpe version from Chief J. E. Biokoro, the Otota of Okpe. 30

) V

2 SU.Erivwo, 6 ¢ KS ¢NI RAGAZ2Y A 27F h NA I A Wigeid MagaciBeNd. 1MEKIS78, g472 F G KS b

2% Prince E. B. Eweka, Evolution of Benin Chieftaincy Titi@enin City: University of Benin Press, 1992),
pp. 203-204.

0 cE Osume, The Okpe Peopfep. 83 ¢ 107.

28



According to Prince Eweka, Igboz eds Oba was Oba Ozol

Benin Kingdom from 1481 to 1504 A.D. Meanwhile, Egharevba adds further

that
fi0zolua had many sons, most of whom he made chiefs over
towns and villages he had conquered, such as | dKgbo,
Eyen (emphasis added) ... [Oba Ozolua] was the father of Alani of
Idoani, Olokpe of Okpe in Afenmai Division, Owa of Owo, Awujale of
liebu -Ode, Eze of Aboh and Uguan of ora. 3!

Summarizing Facts about Okpe History

The following conclusion s leap at one from the preceding paragraphs about

the history of the Okpe People:

A. Their Origin

1. The progenitor of the Okpe People was Prince Igboze, the son of Oba
Ozolua; he was NOT an Urhobo man. Igboze was an Edo , Bini, prince,
whose father ruled Benin from 1481 to 1504 A. D. So, this
accredited Okpe ancestor was a Bini man.

2. lgboze was the father of Okpe, who was himself the father of the four
brothers: Orhu ! Or hKr K, Evbreke and Esezi
their origins.

3. This further means that since the ancestor or progenitor of the Okpe
people, Prince Ighoze, was born somewhere between 1481 A.D and
1504 A.D, the Okpe people could not possibly be inc luded in the

Urhobo migrations of 1400 A.D or earlier. This makes labeling them

81 J.U.Egharevba, A Short History of Benip, 25.
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as Urhobo to be CLEARLY FALSE
B. Additional Details About Igboze

1. Prince Igboze, a Biniman , was likely to be one of the later sons of Oba
Ozolua, because he apparently wa s not old or senior enough to be
assigned to rule one of the Dukedoms of his father. That places his

birth probably | ate during his fatheros
According to the late Il tota of Ok pe, | gboze was <conf
title of AOnogie or Orodjeo, and given the

Orhogbua, to go and found his own kingdom in about 1550 A.D.

Please note, Igboze was not commissioned to go and create

CLANS. Hewasprobably in his fifties then, which co
submission t hat | gboze l eft eBreyne My ,n wi t h
Gubstalficed

This further confirms Peter Ekehds argument
Sixteenth Century, the Okpe, their descendants, are a KINGD OM ORIENTED

people. They did NOT form clans. The following map shows the pattern of

|l gbozeds and Okp*®t migrations:

82 Osume, The Okpe Peoplp.92.
% \bid, p. 91.
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i Mop showing routes of ODkpe migrations Trom

V}‘iz o 5 *‘/ BENMIN \FROVYNCE
s .

Beanin o Ormrolk pa

2. When Prince Igboze, appeared on the scene in the sixteenth

Century (about 1550 A.D. or so), he discovered, according to Hubbard

that the land was sparsely occupied by the Urhobo people; but he
eventually settled in a deserted far-mland
Ol o md*o Rather than fraternizing  with the Urhobo, which could have

been the case if he were truly one of them , he kept al oof to avoid any

needless confrontation i a natural reaction from someone who

considered himself to be different from those around him.

Concluding Remarks

So far there is no known direct biological connection between the Okpe

people and the Urhobo people . Both groups have already been shown to be
different sociologically because , Whereas the Urhobo have imbibed the clan
classification of the Ogisos, the Okpe, on the other hand, have a kingdom

% w. Hubbard, The Sobo of the Niger Delfzaria: Gaskiya Corporation, 1948), p.236.
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orientation , which they assimilated from the Obas of Benin of the sixteenth
century A. D. It is a generally conceded fact that Okpe language is distinctly

different; and now it has become abundantly clear that the Okpe are
different historically. What then is the empirical basis for claiming that

Okpe is Urhobo?

The experience of Okpe ancestor, Igboze, specifically leaving Benin to found

his own kingdom accords excellently well with the kingdom  conscious
Obas of the late Fifteenth and the entire sixteenth Centuries, as Peter Ekeh
argued eloquently above. This era corr esponds perfectly well with when

Igboze left Benin. One might also say that such an attitude was somewhat
characteristic of the sons of Oba Ozolua. %

According to established historical facts, the Okpe are more closely related

to the Isoko people. In fact t he Okpe share common religious /cultural and

filial ceremonies with the Isoko. An informant for Rev. Hubbard indicated,
AOKkrK [l soko] people often go t% Okpeéfor

Finally, throughout the period of Okpe migrations, regardless of the specific

times when the events occurred, especially if they were chronologically

recent, the ownership of Okpeland remained inc ontestably theirs;

because the land they occupied was initially VIRGIN LAND, which they

secured by planting the Uhimin tree as proof of their ownership. They

owed no one for Okpeland, nor did anybody demand rent payment from

them. Instead, the opposite was true, where others paid the Okpe people

rent for squatting on their land. Mr. Brooks, a British administrator in

Nigeri a, mai ntained categorically in 1952,
awarded title to the whole area, including the land on which the It sekiri

¥ {8GSNI td 918KZ &hDL{h CPREHNARY HISTORY O THD EDOIDAOMREX OFf !

S
IV ¢!'w9{éX 55S0SYO0SNE MnI HAAM®
%6 Ibid, p.107. See also Osume, The Okpe Peoplp.105.
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Court stands, to the Okpe Communityeéethe
that Chief Dore Numa had no right to dispose of the land, which belonged to
the Okpeévhom rents have si femphasisadsed). p%ai do

The Purpose

What does this lectur e intend to establish? That we should pick up arms
against the Urhobo? MOST DEFINITELY NOT! How can anyone advocate such
a dastardly course of action, seeing that many of us are married to their

sons and daughters? Besides, the Okpe have established meanin gful and

unbreakable ties with the Urhobo for centuries. So what is the point of all

this?

It is, simply put, knowing the true identity of the Okpe people. Okpe is

a distinct group of people with a different History, a different Language,

and a different sociological orientation that has a clearly marked

geographical territory. The fact must be stated unequivocally that Okpe

should not be confused with Urhobo, because THEY ARE NOT. This

means that Okpe should surely discuss ubUnity¢
t hat oUnityéd must not be by assimilation, a
contrary, i tUniyhioDli debaidyo

Thank you kindly for listening and God bless.

¥ hbowd . NRP2143 aGbod! ® /2dNLa Ay 2S84GSNY tNREGAyOSa

p.17.
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