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Abstract 

This doctoral research is the first archaeological and ethnohistorical investigation of 

the historically significant city of Ilorin, Kwara State, northern Yorùbáland, Nigeria. 

Ilorin is known for its intricate craft production, such as pottery, textile and red stone 

beads underpinning status, but also for being the seat of war and jihadist reform by 

the 19th century. Furthermore, Ilorin is largely known through oral traditional and 

written sources, which are mainly linked to the socio-political development of the 

Oyo empire (16th to 19th centuries CE). However, very little is known of the deep 

time history of the area prior to the 19th century. As such, this research focuses on the 

past settlement of Okesuna Ilorin, whose period of abandonment was situated in the 

early 19th century and at which the presence of archaeological remains, including 

potsherd pavements, had been previously reported. The research presents the results 

of archaeological surveys, excavations and finds analysis, with an emphasis on 

pottery. These data are integrated with data collected from oral tradition, field 

observations, and historical sources. The present doctoral research, which involved 

the investigation of ten units of various sizes, seven of which were excavated, 

documented a diverse suite of material culture, including abundant ceramics of 

various types, potsherd pavements, lithics, faunal and human remains, shell, and 

metal. Five radiocarbon dates from three of the excavated units span the 1st 

millennium CE to the early 2nd millennium CE. This thesis thereby adds valuable new 

archaeological data to improve understanding of Yorùbáland, demonstrating 

substantial extension in the time depth of Ilorin occupation. The work also shows that 

ceramics recovered feature decorations common in well-known centres of 

Yorùbáland such as Ile-Ife and Old Oyo. This work has therefore provided insights 

into the processes of regional socio-political developments within the Yorùbá region 

prior to the 19th century. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1. Introduction  

This chapter sets out the background to the study as well as the study area and presents 

the thesis research questions and objectives. The theoretical frameworks upon which 

the research draws are situated, and the thesis structure is outlined. 

1.2. Introduction to the study 

This thesis provides an account of the first systematic archaeological research in the 

historically significant city of Ilorin, northern Yorùbáland, Nigeria, West Africa 

(Figures 1.1 and 1. 3). It aims to fill the gap of the unwritten past of the Ilorin area, by 

investigating local and regional socio-political developments prior to the 19th century 

through archaeological material remains. This project was motivated by the lack of 

systematic archaeological investigation of the Ilorin area, despite the city being well-

known in the history of Yorùbáland (Figure 1.2) and West Africa more widely by the 

19th century. 

Although Ilorin is one of the best documented cities in West Africa in historical terms, 

that history is based on oral tradition and written sources (Akinjogbin 1980; Danmole 

1980; Duff et al. 1965; Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-

Greene 1966; Jimba 1981; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971; OôHear 

1983; Omoiya 2013; Smith 1986). Occupation of the area has been suggested through 

these sources to be situated around the 17th century or later. 

Generally, Ilorin historical accounts straddle narratives of migration, settlement-

formation, alliance-building, conflict, regional and long-distance trade networks and 

craft specialisation, many of which connect developments in Ilorin to the wider Yorùbá 

regions (Akinjogbin 1971, 1980; Akintoye 2010; Bascom 1969; Danmole 1980; Duff 

et al. 1965; Elphinstone 1921; Forde 1962; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-

Greene 1966; Jimba 1981; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971; OôHear 

1983; Omoiya 2013; Smith 1986; Usman 2012; Usman and Falola 2019; Willett 

1960b). With regards to its connection to the wider Yorùbá region, the socio-political 

processes that marked the Ilorin area by the 19th century had become most pronounced 

through its relationship with the Oyo empire around the late 18th century. The Oyo 
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empire, whose capital, the Old Oyo kingdom is located close to Ilorin (approximately 

40 miles northwest), was reported to have been in existence between the late 16th and 

the early 19th century, involving the inclusion of several communities (Akinjogbin 

1971, 1980; Akintoye 2010; Bascom 1969; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971; 

Smith 1986; Willett 1960b). 

 

Figure 1.1. West Africa showing location of Ilorin in Nigeria (map by Macham 

Mangut and Bolaji Owoseni 2022). 
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Figure 1.2. Map of Yorùbáland by the 19th century (adapted from Peel 2000: 36). 



4 
 

 

Figure 1.3. Nigeria showing Ilorin in Northern Yorùbáland.
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By the late 18th century, events associated with migration, internal and external 

political crises, and state evasion occurred within the Old Oyo sphere, some of its 

provinces, including the Ilorin area, contributing to this instability. These crises led 

to a series of rebellions fermented by some Ilorin elites (which includes one Afonja, 

see Chapter 2 for further details) and a proclamation of independence from Ilorin 

and some other Old Oyo provinces which eventually resulted in the collapse of the 

empire in the early 19th century. As a result of these events, various people such as 

pastoral Fulani, Hausa slaves, and Old Oyo Muslim converts migrated to Ilorin as 

a place of refuge or a shatter zone, against the former state authority of Old Oyo 

(Johnson 1921; Law 1977). As Johnson (1921: 194) posited: 

          ñall the Hausa slaves in the adjacent towns hitherto employed as barbers, 

             rope-makers, and cowherds, now deserted their masters and flocked to 

             Ilorin under the standard of Afonja the Are Kakanfo, and were protected 

             against their masters.ò 

Ilorin historical sources indicate that the area benefited from a strategic location. Its 

position in the Sudanic belt between the open savannah to the north and the forest 

region to the south afforded connections to diverse people, allowing Ilorin to serve 

as an entrepot for interregional trade networks and enabling various interactions 

(Atanda 1972, 1980; Danmole 1980; Jimoh 1994; Law 1977; Reichmuth 1995; Sulu 

1953). This remained true after the demise of the Oyo empire in the early 19th 

century. With the location, and its association with the Oyo empire, it would be 

expected that prior to the 19th century, Ilorin settlement history would have a 

relatively dense population. However, the impression is that of a relatively 

unoccupied to sparsely populated area prior to the 19th century (Sulu 1953; Jimoh 

1994). As such, a clear picture of the socio-political processes at play in Ilorin only 

emerges after the 19th century with the assumption that these drew on developments 

in earlier periods (Danmole 1980; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 

1966; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971; OôHear 1983; Omoiya 

2013). 

However, these sources of Ilorin history have been acknowledged to be inadequate 

in outlining the nature of socio-political developments in the area prior to the 19th 

century. Pre-19th century Ilorin historiography has been shrouded in controversies 



6 

 
 

and has been the subject of scholarly concern (Danmole 2012; Elphinstone 1921; 

Jimba 1981; Omoiya 2013; Otukoko 2014). For instance, Jimba (1981:1) posited, 

ñthere is no doubt that the origin of Ilorin as a collective settlement or single town 

is shrouded in a deep and, as yet an insolvable uncertainty when viewed from a 

historical perspective. For, in Ilorin today, there are historical conjectures, claims 

and counterclaims which are still controversial and inconclusive, as to the authentic 

origin and foundation of the ancient town.ò 

Archaeology and ethnography have been under-utilised as sources for the history 

of Ilorin, especially compared with what research has been carried out in 

neighbouring areas in the Yorùbá and Edo regions, such as Old Oyo, Ile-Ife, Benin, 

Igbominaland, Ede-Ile, Ilare-Ijesa, as well as further afield in Savè and Dendi, both 

areas of the present-day Benin Republic (Agbaje-Williams 1987; Aleru 1993, 1998, 

2006; Champion et al. 2018; Connah 1975;  Eyo 1969, 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977;  

Haour et al. 2018; Gurstelle et al. 2015; Haour 2018; Khalaf and Haour 2013; 

Ogundiran 2002a, 2002b, 2003, 2005; Ogundiran and Agbaje-Williams 2017; 

Soper and Darling 1980; Usman 1998, 2012; Willett 1960a, 1960b, 1973) (Figure 

1.4). 

 

Figure 1.4. Ilorin and other places mentioned in the text. 
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A brief overview of findings from these other regions will illustrate the potential of 

archaeology and ethnography for improving our understanding. Three areas are 

briefly considered here: the two well-known urban centres of Ile-Ife, central 

Yorùbáland (Osun State), Old Oyo in northern Yorùbáland (between Oyo and 

Kwara State) and other northern parts of present-day Yorùbáland, namely Kogi and 

Kwara States. 

In Ile-Ife, archaeological excavations have suggested that early occupation of the 

area was as early as the 1st millennium CE (Akintoye 2010; Babalola 2011, 2016; 

Eyo 1970, 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977; Ozanne 1969; Willett 1960a, 1970). By the 

2nd millennium CE, ethnohistorical sources claim that Ile-Ife was regarded as the 

birthplace of an ideology of divine kingship and a royal palace culture that was 

subsequently emulated throughout the region (Ifemesia 1965: Ogundiran 2020a). 

This period which falls between the 11th and 15th century CE was known as the 

Classical period in Yorùbáland. The archaeology of Ile-Ife is characterised by 

distinctive material culture which includes an elaborate series of concentric city 

walls, pottery, microlithic tools, bronze, ironwork, stone sculptures, terracottas, 

potsherd pavements, ceramic tiles, glass beads and copper alloy sculptures 

(Aderibigbe 1965; Babalola 2011, 2016; Eyo 1970, 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977; 

Monroe 2018; Roth 2022; Willett 1959, 1960a, 1967, 1970). 

Archaeological investigations conducted in Old Oyo since the 1950s have revealed 

expansive wall systems, microlithic tools, pottery, beads, grinding hollows, 

potsherd pavements, market area and assumed burial grounds of past kings 

(Alaafin) (Agbaje-Williams 1983, 1987, 1989; Folorunso et al. 2006; Ogundiran 

2009; 2012; Soper 1992; Soper and Darling 1980; Usman 2012, Usman and Falola 

2019; Willett 1960b, 1973) dating occupation to the 11th century or earlier. As 

mentioned above, and as will be developed in Chapter 2, historical sources suggest 

that developments in Old Oyo are closely linked to those in Ilorin, and 

archaeologists have contributed to this debate through ethnohistorical and 

ethnoarchaeological studies. A comparison of pottery from Old Oyo and Ilorin 

ethnographic pottery has led to the suggestion of transfer of people and potting 

knowledge to Ilorin from Old Oyo after the collapse of the latter in the early 19th 

century (OôHear 1983; Willett 1960b, 1973).  
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In the northern areas of Yorùbáland, excavated sites include Iffe-Ijumu (i.e., 

Itaakpa, and Oluwaju rockshelters and Addo ironworking site) in present-day Kogi 

State and Obo Aiyegunle in Kwara State (Allsworth-Jones et al. 2012; Aremu 1991, 

2004; Oyelaran 1998). In Itaakpa, If fe-Ijumu (Figure 1.6), archaeological 

investigation revealed a settlement occupation containing pottery, iron and lithic, 

and human remains which have been dated to 2210±80BP years (Oyelaran 1998). 

Based on the material evidence from this site, it was suggested that human 

settlement dates back to 300 BC, and that by the beginning of the 1st millennium 

CE, iron-producing agricultural communities were occupying northern Yorùbáland 

(Obayemi 1976; Oyelaran 1998; Usman 2012). 

In the Igbominaland area of Kwara State, material objects produced from 

excavations at Ila-Iyara, Oba-Isin, and Ipo include pottery, animal bones, shells, 

iron objects, slag, soap stones, tobacco-pipe, cowries, grinding stones, ground stone 

axe, stone pellets and lithics, beads, fragments of bead polishers, potsherd 

pavements, iron smelting furnaces, tuyères and grinding hollows (Aleru 1993, 

1998, 2006; Obayemi 1976; Usman 1998, 2012). Radiocarbon dates from some of 

the sites such as Oba-Isin and Ila-Iyara situate the sites to the 13th century CE. 

Therefore, based on data drawn from archaeology and associated disciplines, it 

appears that by 1000 CE, various communities had developed in the area now 

known as Yorùbáland (Obayemi 1976; Ogundiran 2020a; Usman 2012; Usman and 

Falola 2019). Archaeological research has shown how important archaeological 

data are at refining the picture provided by historical data and offering evidence of 

past ways of life and material culture.  

As well as being motivated by the need to address the gap in archaeological 

coverage, the present doctoral research was further inspired by the growing trend 

in regional interaction studies in archaeological investigations of the Yorùbá-Edo 

regions (Aleru 2006; Gurstelle et al. 2015; Haour 2013; Monroe 2018; Obayemi 

1976; Ogundiran 2002b; Usman 1998, 2012). Past archaeological approaches to 

studying early human occupation in these regions have primarily focused on large 

urban complexes such as Ile-Ife, Old Oyo, Benin, Owo, and Ilesa (Connah 1975; 

Eyo 1974; Garlake 1977; Obayemi 1976; Soper and Darling 1980; Usman 2012; 

Willett 1960a, 1960b; 1973). These studies were prompted by the overt display of 
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power as revealed in historical literature, especially in the form of monumental 

architecture and artistic works, as well as in rituals and performative activities that 

reflect political and religious ideals (Aremu et al. 2013; Babalola 2016; Chouin and 

Ogunfolakan 2015; Lasisi 2017; Lasisi and Aremu 2016). Current archaeological 

investigations are however gradually moving away from a sole focus on these early 

large urban areas to consider frontier areas. 

In Yorùbáland and elsewhere in West Africa, examples of the frontier areas 

investigated include Ilare-Ijesa, Oshogbo and Ede-Ile all in present-day Osun State, 

southwestern Yorùbáland; Igbominaland (Ipo, Isin, Ila-Iyara) Kwara State, northern 

Yorùbáland, and Savè in central Benin Republic (Aleru 1993, 1998, 2000a, 2006; 

Gurstelle et al. 2015; Ogundiran 2000; Usman et al. 2005; Usman 1998, 2012). 

Gurstelle et al. (2015) pointed out that this shift is rooted in the understanding of 

settlement variables in the Yorùbáland region specifically, and in West Africa more 

generally, and what the characteristics of their variability are in connection with the 

various forms of regional interactions (economy, politics, religion, and military), 

which can be recognised in the archaeological evidence.  Ilorin, sitting at an 

important historic frontier area in Yorùbáland with far-flung connections to the 

wider Yorùbáland and the north of the River Niger, is an ideal case study for these 

questions. 

As such, the overarching aim of this study is to demonstrate what material culture 

evidence, particularly archaeological ceramics, can contribute to the understanding 

of the longer-term occupation of the Ilorin area, which is described in the written 

records as having been characterised by long-standing population movements, and 

being closely linked with Old Oyo. This doctoral work relies on the information 

drawn from data recovered from surveys and excavations as well as oral tradition 

(Appendix 1), ethnographic data collection, and written sources. 
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1.3. Background to the research area  

To understand Ilorin's deep-time cultural-historical processes, an archaeological 

study was undertaken in the Okesuna area of Ilorin, one of the early quarters of the 

present-day city (Figure 1.5). Okesuna was chosen because of the evidence of 

archaeological remains, such as large quantities of pottery of various shapes and 

decorative styles, potsherd pavements, grinding stones, bone scatters, iron tools and 

rock outcrops marked by grinding hollows. The area also gained recognition in the 

early 19th century due to its contributions to the emergence of Islamic practices in 

the larger Ilorin area and to the collapse of the Oyo empire. Due to a series of 

internal and external conflicts with the larger Ilorin authorities, Okesuna settlement 

was destroyed by the early 19th century, and its surviving inhabitants dispersed to 

other parts in Ilorin and beyond (Akintoye 2010; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and 

Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921). 

This researcher came to know about the archaeological potential of the Okesuna 

area in 2016 through a colleague and historian, Mr Ismail Otukoko, as a lecturer in 

archaeology at the Kwara State University, Malete, Kwara State. Interest in the site 

was spurred by the numerous significant visible archaeological remains. This also 

coincided with the recent establishment of an archaeological unit at the Kwara State 

University. 
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Figure 1.5. Location of Okesuna in Ilorin (Image prepared by Macham Mangut based on 

Owoseni fieldwork data 2020). 

 

While limited survey work, including surface collections of pottery and studies of 

potsherd pavements, had been carried out on some of the sites in Ilorin, most of 

which concentrated in the Okesuna area (Otukoko 2014) and while the Kwara State 

University archaeology studentsô annual field school was undertaken on one of 

those sites, these activities were inadequate to place Ilorin in a chronological or 

regional framework. The present doctoral research, which commenced in 2019, set 

out to fill the gap. 

Okesuna literally means óHill of Prophetic traditionsô; the name is derived from the 

Yor½b§ word óOkeô meaning uphill or raised ground, and the Arabic word óSunnahô, 

i.e., traditions of the Prophet (Aliyu 2015; Jimoh 1994). Okesuna Ilorin is located 

on the southern end of present-day Ilorin around a rock outcrop and is associated 

with the present-day Institute of Technology of Kwara State Polytechnic, near 

University of Ilorinôs former Mini-Campus (Jimoh 1994: 52; Onikoko 1992: 2). 

Okesuna was known as a significant centre of Islamic practices in Yorùbáland at 
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the end of the 18th century (Akintoye 2010; Ali yu 2015; Danmole 1980; Hogben 

and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Onikoko 1992). In 

addition, the settlement alongside the larger Ilorin contributed to the processes that 

led to the fall of the Oyo empire and the rise of a Fulani emirate system in Ilorin in 

the 19th century (Akintoye 2010; Jimoh 1994; Law 1977; Smith 1986). 

Okesuna was reported to have been destroyed and abandoned in the 19th century 

after a prolonged political tussle with the emerging Ilorin emirate (Hogben and 

Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977) (see Chapter 2 for more 

details). By the 20th century, the area had become subsumed within the city of Ilorin 

such that various structural developments such as schools, hospitals, residential 

houses, market complexes and roads were established. These developments, 

coupled with subsequent natural phenomena such as erosion, have had a negative 

impact on the archaeological landscape over the years. 

Despite these negative factors, a few locations within Okesuna still retain traces of 

past human occupation. These places include sites known today as Kwara State 

College of Education, Ilorin, Government-Day Secondary School, Odo Okun, 

Adewole Residential Estate, Okesuna hill and Apata Suna hill (Chapters 3 and 4). 

A further site, identified through oral information during the doctoral fieldwork, is 

the Sheikh Abdulkadir College. These various sites, which were all surveyed 

archaeologically, form the focus of the present thesis (Chapter 3); one of them, the 

Kwara State College of Education, was investigated through several test pits 

(Chapter 4) that provided the bulk of the data discussed here (Chapters 5 and 6). 

The diagnostic pottery and potsherd pavements visible at Okesuna Ilorin settlement 

presented further interest. Pavements have been described as paved ways, floors or 

courtyards made from potsherds, stones, pebbles, or cobbles to create floor surfaces 

that can be flat-laid, or edge laid in pattern (Garlake 1974, 1977; Nzewunwa 1989; 

Willett 1960b). Their study has provided significant insight into past technologies 

and innovations, spatial distribution, and functions. Generally, potsherd pavements 

are regarded as evidence of significant historical phenomena associated with 

architectural features such as houses, temples/shrines, roads, and courtyards 

(Agbaje-Williams 1995; Babalola 2021; Champion et al. 2018; Chouin and 

Ogunfolakan 2015; Connah 1981; Garlake 1974, 1977; Haour 2013; Khalaf and 
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Haour 2013; Lasisi 2021; NôDah & Mardjoua 2018; Nixon 2018; Nzewunwa 1989; 

Ogundiran 2000, 2002a, 2002b; Ogunfolakan 2009; Roth et al. 2021; Roth 2022). 

Early evidence of these architectural features was recorded at Jenné-jeno and Dia 

(Mali), Ulaira (now under Kanji Lake, Nigeria), and Daima (Borno, Nigeria) from 

about the mid-1st millennium CE onwards (Connah 1976, 1981; McIntosh 1981: 

Nzewunwa 1989). 

Within Yorùbáland, potsherd pavements are most fully reported in the Ile-Ife area, 

and its surrounding towns (Eyo 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977; Ogundiran 2000, 2002a, 

2002b; Ogunfolakan 1994, 2009; Willett 1960a, 1960b, 1967, 1970). Their 

extensive occurrence in Ile-Ife inspired Ekpo Eyo (1974) to use them as the basis 

for a classification of Yorùbáland cultural phases into pre-pavement, pavement, and 

post pavement periods. Dates for potsherd pavement sites in Yorùbáland such as 

Ile-Ife, Benin and Old Oyo cluster around the 12th and the 15th centuries (i.e., 

Agbaje-Williams 1983; Connah 1975; Eyo 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977; Obayemi 

1976; Ogundiran 2000, 2002b; Ogunfolakan 2009; Willett 1960a, 1960b, 1970). 

Other areas where potsherd pavements have been reported include Ilare-Ijesa, Ila-

Orogun, Itagunmodi (Osun State), Igbominaland (Kwara State), Ibadan (Oyo 

State), Ijebu-Ode (Ogun State), Wushiwushi (Kaduna Valley in Niger State), and 

Daima (Borno State), all in Nigeria; at the Sao mounds sites and at Amkunchu 

(Chad Republic); in Dendi and at Savè (Benin Republic); and in Togo (Adekola 

2019; Agbaje-Williams 1995; Aguigah 1992; Aiyedun and Shaw 1989; Aleru 1998; 

Fagg and Willett 1960; Gurstelle et al. 2015; Haour 2013; Khalaf and Haour 2013; 

Lasisi 2021; NôDah & Mardjoua 2018; Nixon 2018; Nzewunwa 1989; Ogundiran 

2000, 2002a, 2002b; Orijemie and Ogiogwa 2016; Usman 2012). 

Other interesting aspects of the Ile-Ife type potsherd pavements is their association 

with buried pots (Eyo 1974; Fagg 1953; Garlake 1974, 1977; Ogundiran 2000, 

2002b; Ogunfolakan 1994; Willett 1970). Based this discovery, Ogundiran (2000) 

then proposed a classification scheme for Yoruba potsherd pavements and grouped 

them into two types; pavements with buried pot association, and those without 

buried pot association. This is to establish the functional-cultural contexts of such 

association in Ile-Ife. Ogundiran (2000) further stated that for a better 

understanding of pot-potsherd pavements, that identification of pot type (jar, bowl, 
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flask) and positioning (capsized or upright) are pertinent. Other information should 

include the spatial relationships, physical characteristics (decorations, paste, and 

color); and the artifacts associated with the buried pot(s) and the pavements 

(Ogundiran 2000). This, he claimed would help to differentiate potsherd pavements 

that served utilitarian domestic architectural purposes from those that functioned in 

religious and ritual contexts. 

Based on their distribution mainly within areas known as ancient urban centres in 

Yorùbáland, these potsherd pavements have been understood to be urban markers 

in pre-colonial Yorùbáland. Agbaje-Williams (1995: 28) identifies the construction 

of pavements as a marker of the zenith of Yorùbá culture because it is an involved 

and time-consuming activity, which marks a level of sophistication in the culture 

concerned. He further suggested that it is possible that potsherd pavements were 

constructed to limit soil erosion. The oral tradition in Ile-Ife connects the emergence 

of potsherd pavements in Yorùbáland to an Ile-Ife female queen known as Luwo, 

who commanded her people to construct this feature to avoid her robe getting dirty 

from the mud (Ogunfolakan 2009). It has been suggested that potsherd pavements 

are likely indicators of strong political influence in the past (Agbaje-Williams 

1995). 

1.4. Research questions and objectives  

With a broader view to elucidating the social-political processes that accounted for 

the material culture record of Ilorin at a regional scale, this doctoral research set out 

to investigate several specific questions: 

¶ Can the nature and scope of intra- and/or inter-cultural interactions between 

Ilorin and her neighbours be inferred from the archaeological and ethnohistorical 

data? 

¶ What information can be established on past socio-political, cultural, and 

economic processes as well as the chronology of early human occupation in 

Yorùbáland through archaeological pottery typology and radiocarbon dating at 

Ilorin? 
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¶ What additional information can be obtained on the nature and composition of 

the distribution of surface material culture and features, in particular potsherd 

pavements at the Okesuna site in Ilorin? 

¶ How does the study and interpretation of the archaeological material culture 

from Ilorin, especially pottery, complement or/challenge the current picture derived 

from research elsewhere in Yorùbáland, especially given the increasing focus on 

frontier areas rather than the well-known urban centres? 

 

To this end, the archaeological work centred around the following objectives: 

 

¶ To conduct a systematic surface survey of previously known and newly 

identified sites, documenting artefact scatters and features, to create a 

comprehensive record of surface archaeology, including potsherd pavements. 

¶ To carry out archaeological excavations to enable the recovery of archaeological 

remains from securely stratified contexts, including samples for radiometric dating, 

and to examine the stratigraphic sequence. 

¶ To define the first typology of archaeology ceramics of the Ilorin area, based on 

stratified finds. 

¶ To compare the Ilorin assemblage, in particular pottery, with that of 

neighbouring areas in Yorùbáland and beyond, and with present-day ceramic 

production in Ilorin. 

1.5. Theoretical framework 

To understand the settlement of Ilorin and pertinent socio-political developments 

within the cultural historical context of the Yorùbá region prior to the 19th century, 

this thesis draws on several sets of theoretical thinking. Frontier theories and peer-

polity interactions both offer productive routes into the question of Ilorinôs relations 

with its neighbours, while the material culture that forms evidence for such 

relations, and that emerges from the archaeological work, is approached via the lens 

of the chaîne opératoire. 

Igor Kopytoffôs (1987) African Internal Frontier thesis will be considered for this 

study, as it pertains to demographic shift and far-reaching socio-political 
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development on frontiers. Kopytoff suggested that the history of the African 

continent was marked by frequent fissions and movements of groups as people left 

their communities to create a new life elsewhere. New social groups emerged 

following the reorganisation of the political order which took place due to the 

successive immigration of various populations, and such processes of ethnogenesis 

occurred at local or internal frontiers, within and among communities of people of 

different origins. 

One key feature in Kopytoffôs model is the notion that frontiers have to be socially 

produced by the metropoles, and that internal frontiers emerge in politically 

unrestricted areas, where intruding settlers act and create new societies on their 

own, some of which might lead to the emergence of new polities and identities. This 

theory has influenced many African archaeologists (Aleru 2006; Barros 2012; 

Haour 2013; MacEachern 2001; McIntosh 1999; Ogundiran 2002b, 2012, 

Robertshaw 1994; Usman 2012), including those researching the Yorùbáland 

region, in thinking about mechanisms and processes of socio-political 

developments in frontiers of centres and how these processes are reflected in the 

material record through space and time, especially in the period prior to the 19th 

century when historical records are scarce. 

Indeed, the history of present-day Yorùbá society is, in common with that of many 

other groups, characterised by population movements of many kinds and scales, 

undertaken for political, economic, or religious reasons or simply for personal 

adventure. In line with this, migration is an important part of Ilorin history, and 

people trace their origins to different cultural backgrounds, with the migration of 

various Yorùbá and non-Yorùbá groups under various circumstances. It is expected 

that this would have ramifications for the process of community formation, 

development of polity and attendant social relations in the town, especially in terms 

of material-cultural implications in the archaeological record. 

Similar to the concept of the African Frontier thesis is James Scottôs idea of the 

ózomiaô. Scott (2009) argued that the inhabitants of a zomia may consist of 

runaway, fugitive, or shatter, marooned communities who have been fleeing the 

oppression of state authorities in terms of slavery, conscription, taxes, corvée 

labour, epidemics, and warfare. He proposed that such peopleôs ways of life and 
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social practices were structured to build resistance against any form of state 

infiltration, development, or power. While Scottôs study was concerned with the 

diverse groups of peoples who lived in an extensive very high-altitude frontier zone 

of Southeast Asia, a collaborative research network óMedieval zomias: alternative 

global historiesô (Oxford 2019-2020) allowed me to explore its applicability to the 

region of Ilorin which, as mentioned above, was marked by multiple migrations 

(Owoseni forthcoming). As such, it is hoped that a consideration of these theories 

of African Frontiers and zomia would help to answer questions on whether early 

Ilorin area can be considered a frontier or a zomia. 

Another concept considered in this thesis is the model of peer-polity interaction, 

proposed by Renfrew and Cherry (1986). As in the case of Kopytoffôs frontier 

model, the peer-polity interaction model examines issues of regional interactions 

and change, but it is grounded in the understanding that societies or polities can 

interact and share similar features but also be autonomous from one another, rather 

than experience relations of dominance and subordination. Although over time, one 

unit may become dominant over the others, the earlier phases are characterised by 

relative equality. The concept of peer-polity interaction is intended to designate the 

full range of interchange taking place including imitation and emulation, 

competition, warfare, and the exchange of material goods and of information 

between autonomous social political units situated within a single geographical 

region, or in some cases more widely. Renfrew and Cherry (1986: 1-2) posited that 

these social-political units, though they may share common features or cultures, are 

often fiercely independent and competitive and do not exist in isolation.  

Indeed, the idea of the Yorùbá community of practice developed recently by 

Ogundiran (2020a) draws on many themes which cross-cut those raised by Renfrew 

and Cherry and Kopytoff. In understanding the concept of the Yorùbá community 

of practice, Ogundiran (2020a: 7, 108) advances the idea of the ebi fraternity, an 

idiom of filial relationship that he suggests has its root in the ideology of the House 

society characterised by formalised political institutions headed by a priest-

chieftain, which he suggests may date back to what he terms an óearly formative 

periodô in the 1st millennium CE. In line with Ogundiranôs assertion, Obayemi 

(1976) had earlier proposed that it appears that during this period, sometime 
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between 500 and 800 CE at Ile-Ife, political institutions regarded as village 

complexes began to form loose associations or confederacies. These loose 

associations or confederacies are headed by village heads or priest-chieftain serving 

on their administrative and religious council (Olomola 1992; Usman and Falola 

2019). 

As such, Ogundiran (2020a: 108) refutes the general opinion of scholars that Ile-Ife 

was the original place of departure for the Yorùbá people, or key to the development 

of significant socio-political processes within the Yorùbá region. He argues that the 

kingdoms and city-states that populated the Yorùbá community of practice were 

not a loose formation of polities with a shared loyalty, nor were they brought under 

a single government in one historical event (Ogundiran 2020a: 109-110). Evidence 

of the diverse skills and specialisations of Ile-Ife type of copper alloy, sculptures, 

iron products, terracotta, architectural innovations (especially the use of potsherd 

pavement and ceramic discs) were a result of input from diverse groups and cultural 

identities from different part of the surrounding regions (Ogundiran 2020a) (Figure 

1.6). As such, the Ile-Ife confederacy and by extension many areas of Yorùbáland 

at this period were loose political institutions with no centralised government, 

powerful king, or urban capital, which suggest an early stage of socio-political 

development (Usman and Falola 2019). 

This early formative period sets the pace for an understanding of later historical 

processes. The so-called óClassicalô period of Yorùbáland, which spanned the 11th 

to 15th centuries, was characterised by the emergence of a centralised political 

system, the development of crowns and shell beads, and the production of stone 

figurines, life-size naturalistic terracotta sculptures, glass beads and potsherd 

pavements (Agbaje-Wil liams 1983; Eyo 1974; Garlake 1974, 1977; Obayemi 1976; 

Ogundiran 2000, 2002b; Ogunfolakan 2009; Willet 1960a, 1970). Ogundiran 

(2020a) proposed that the Yorùbá community of practice of this Classical period 

had its root in the early formative period, and can be understood and conceptualised 

based on this ideology. This suggests that the area known today as Ilorin might have 

formed part of an early autonomous socio-political unit in Yorùbáland, contributing 

to the development of the later Ile-Ife regional network due to its proximity to the 

larger River Niger area. 
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Figure 1.6. Ile-Ife empire by the mid-14th century including areas mentioned in text. 

(Redrawn from Ogundiran 2020a: 113). 

 

In approaching the material culture that can form evidence for such relations and 

ócommunity of practiceô, and that emerges from the archaeological work, I apply 

the principle of the chaîne opératoire (also known as operational or technical 

processes). Initially advanced by André Leroi-Gourhan (1964), the concept was 

further promoted by other researchers such as Cresswell (1982, 1990), Dobres 

(2009), Dobres and Hoffman (1994), Gosselain (1999, 2000, 2009, 2018), 

Lemonnier (1976, 1993), and Sillar and Tite (2000). This concept is considered here 

since a major part of this doctoral work is the analysis of the archaeological ceramic 

assemblage of the Okesuna quarter of Ilorin, which considered stylistic, 

morphological and technological approaches. 

The chaîne opératoire has been described as the different stages of production from 

the acquisition of raw material to the final product. The notion here is that 

manufacturers make certain choices in the production processes which are driven 

by the technological culture within their social groups, and are reflected in the raw 

materials, tools and techniques used (Dobres 2009; Roger 2012; Sillar and Tite 
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2000). By identifying the most frequently recurring of these choices made 

throughout the technical sequence, the archaeologist is then provided with insights 

into the characteristics of the technical traditions of the social group under study, 

through variations in their material culture attributes (Sillar and Tite 2000). This 

approach differs from some typological approaches which concentrate on the 

finished product and not the entire process, and it has been useful in understanding 

the role of human choices or behaviours providing insights into socio-technical 

systems, gender and technology (e.g., Lemonnier 1993; Pfaffenberger 1992).    

This approach has been applied to the study of various types of material culture, 

such as metal and lithics, but has been most especially deployed in the study of 

ceramics, from both archaeological and ethnographic contexts. The concept, 

methods and applications have evolved progressively over many years and are 

widely used in the study of archaeological ceramics (Dobres 2010; Dobres and 

Hoffman 1994; Gosselain 2009; Haour 2003). The idea here is that, by dividing the 

operational sequence of ceramic production into separate stages, archaeologists can 

consider the technical choices or patterns of behaviour of the potters at each stage 

(Sillar and Tite 2000). This approach marks a shift in archaeological ceramic studies 

towards more social approaches (Pikirayi 1999, 2007), complementing studies that 

formulated typologies based on style and form, generally reflecting cultural-

historical frameworks (Willey and Sabloff 1980), or those that viewed ceramics 

styles as communication tools serving as a mirror of identity and carrying 

information about social groups and boundaries (Hegmon 1992; Wiessner 1989).  

New approaches to the application of the chaîne opératoire concept have emerged 

which have led to diverse discourses about archaeological ceramic technology. 

These include ethnoarchaeological studies (David and Kramer 2001; Hegmon 

2000; Longacre et al. 1991; Roux 2003; Stark 2003), the social dynamics of 

technology and anthropology (Gosselain 1998; Killick 2004; Stark 1998), 

significance of ceramic material analysis to technology (Berg 2008), linking 

ceramic technology to manufacture techniques (Dobres 2010; Gosselain 1992; Rice 

1987; Rye 1981; Stark et al. 2000; Van der Leeuw 1976), and ceramic production 

and manufacture (Croucher and Wynne-Jones 2006; Livingstone 2000). 
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Although the early trend in Yorùbá archaeological ceramic studies mainly applied 

the typological systematic approach (Agbaje-Williams 1995; Eyo 1974; Garlake 

1974, 1977; Ogunfolakan 2009; Ogundiran 2000, 2002a, 2002b; Shaw 1978; 

Willett 1960b), this is however changing, as archaeologists attempt to approach 

ceramic studies holistically with the application of decoration, morphology, and 

technological analysis (e.g., Aleru 2000b; 2006; Babalola 2016; Ige et al. 2009). 

The present doctoral research places itself within this more recent vein of study and 

the concept of chaîne opératoire is useful in this regard. 

1.6. Thesis Structure  

The thesis is structured into seven chapters with relevant raw data provided in 

appendices. The present chapter has introduced the doctoral project, setting out the 

background to the research and highlighting its aims and objectives as well as the 

theoretical frameworks examined. 

Chapter Two sets out the geographical and historical background of Ilorin. The first 

section outlines the areaôs geographical setting, discussing location, climate, soil 

and vegetation. The second part of the chapter provides an overview of the historical 

sources relating to Ilorin history and the challenges in reaching back to periods 

beyond the past two or three centuries. This is then followed by the general 

historical background of Ilorin which discusses the areaôs traditions of origin, 

migration history, and political and socio-economic history. 

Chapter Three presents the archaeological survey carried out within the Okesuna 

Ilorin area. This presents the objectives and methodology employed in the survey 

work, and discusses the sites recorded. 

Chapter Four outlines the excavations carried out within Okesuna Ilorin. The units 

excavated are presented in turn, discussing reasons for their excavation, and 

presenting the stratigraphy, material culture and radiocarbon dates resulting from 

this work. 

Chapter Five presents the ceramic assemblage from excavation and surface 

collection, focusing on decoration, morphology and technological attributes to 

provide a systematic description of the material.   
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Chapter Six discusses the analysis of other finds resulting from the work. These 

include beads, metal tools, lithics, utilised sherds, a pot stand and unidentified 

materials. The faunal remains, which include shell and animal bone and teeth, are 

also discussed.  

Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by summarising and synthesising the main 

results and addressing its contribution to our understanding of the archaeology and 

history of the Ilorin area, of Yorùbáland, and of West Africa more broadly. Finally, 

it outlines future research directions in the archaeology of the Ilorin area and 

northern Yorùbáland more widely. 
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Chapter 2: Ilorin: Geograph ical and Historical background 

2.1. Introduction .  

This chapter sets out the geographical and historical background of the city of Ilorin, 

outlining the areaôs environmental settings such as location, climate and rainfall, 

geology and drainage, soil and vegetation within the context of the wider region of 

northern Yorùbáland. The second aspect which is the historical background of the 

area entails an overview of Ilorin within the context of regional socio-political 

formations up to the 19th century. This entails a review of its traditions of origin, 

migration history, political and socio-economic history, as derived from written and 

oral traditional sources. Finally, previous archaeological research in the larger 

Yorùbá area is discussed. 

2.2. Geographical background 

2.2.1. Location 

Ilorin, currently the capital of Kwara State, Nigeria forms part of the larger Ilorin 

Emirate system which took root in the 19th century. The city is situated in the centre 

of the Emirate in the northcentral zone of present-day Nigeria (Danmole 1980; 

Hermon-Hodge 1929). Ilorin was also part of precolonial northern Yorùbáland 

within the Ekun Osi region of the Oyo empire (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Johnson 

1921; Law 1977; Usman 2012) (Figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1. Ilorin and other areas of northern Yorùbáland in the 1800s.  

 

Located at latitude 80 24ôNorth and 80 36ô North and longitude 40 10ôEast and 40 

360 East, Ilorin, which occupies an area of c. 100km2, is built on low hills in the 

environmental zone between the deciduous woodland of the south and dry open 

savanna of the north, towards the River Niger (Ajadi et al 2011; Jimoh 2003). 

The advantages which Ilorinôs location conferred to the settlement's social 

development through time up to the 19th century and onwards cannot be 

overemphasised. Indeed, its location has been regarded as one of the significant 

factors that contributed to its growth and prosperity prior to the 19th century and 

onwards. Ilorinôs location within the same ecological zone as Old Oyo and close to 

Niger River crossing places is argued to have contributed immensely to its 

development as a significant entrepot situated on major trade routes, and benefitting 

from trade, migration, and diverse cultural exchanges stretching both northwards 

and southwards to trans-Saharan trade and trans-Atlantic networks (Danmole 1980; 
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Faluyi 1995; OôHear 1983; Ojo 1966). Kuba (2009) has suggested that since the 

political centres of the Oyo empire, (of which the area known today as Ilorin forms 

a part), were quite close to the River Niger, they were likely important beneficiaries 

of the Niger trade even prior to the establishment of Islam in the area. 

Additionally, early European accounts also attest to these facts. William Clarke, an 

American evangelist, declared during his travels in Yorùbáland between 1854 and 

1858 that Ilorin is ñone of the greatest entrepots of central Africa and the 

commercial emporium of all the southern Sudan and of this part of the western 

coastò (Atanda 1972). Another European traveller, Gerhard Rohlfs, extensively 

discussed the role of Ilorinôs international trade. According to him, Ilorin was the 

ñlast town on the way to the coast where goods from Hausa, i.e., Tripoli, Tunis, and 

Egypt arrived. The Hausa bring burnouses, red tarbushes, natron from Lake Chad, 

essences, silks of special design, and other articles, in exchange for which they get 

all the European products imported by the English from the coasté The main 

articles which the Hausa obtain in the Ilorin market are [Cowrie] shells, then 

gunpowder and guns, as well as brandy which is sold in quantity hereò (Veer and 

OôHear 1994: 258). 

By the mid-19th century, the size and frequency of caravans of people and goods 

crossing the River Niger to and from Ilorin were significant, continuing after 

colonial takeover by the British in 1900 (OôHear 1983). Therefore, Ilorinôs location 

apparently contributed to its emergence as part of a regional economic, cultural, 

social, and political network that connected it to the larger Yorùbáland area, most 

especially the Old Oyo region, up to the early 19th century. By the early 20th century, 

motor roads are reported to radiate to major important cities from Ilorin: south-west 

to Ogbomoso, New Oyo, Ibadan and Lagos; northwest to Igbeti; northeast to Jebba 

and north and south to Ondo state (Hermon-Hodge 1929). 

2.2.2. Climate and rainfall  

The climate of Ilorin is marked by both wet and dry seasons, in common with other 

areas of northern Yorùbáland. According to Usman (2012), the rainy season for 

northern Yorùbáland can be subdivided into two periods of heavy and light rain, 

the heavy rains occurring from April through to July, and the light rains from 
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August through to October. This rainy season is marked by average temperatures 

of 25oC to 30oC and annual precipitation of 1000 mm to 1500 mm. The dry season, 

commencing in late October and finishing in late March, is characterised by mean 

temperatures of 33oC to 34oC (Ajadi et al. 2011). 

Relative humidity at Ilorin in the wet season is between 75% to 80% while in the 

dry season it is about 65% (Ajadi et al. 2011).  Certain economic activities in Ilorin 

and northern Yorùbáland more generally were determined by the climatic 

conditions. For instance, hunting was mainly carried out in February, the reaping 

of cotton started in January, while other crops were also cultivated depending on 

the suitable time of the month, and weeding was carried out continuously 

throughout the rainy season (Hermon-Hodge 1929: 240). 

2.2.3. Geology and drainage 

The general geology of the area of northern Yorùbáland is the Precambrian 

basement rock and as such the Ilorin area belongs to this geologic complex rock of 

southwestern Nigeria occurring east of the West African Craton (Obini and 

Omietimi 2020; Usman 2012) (Figure 2.2). Northern Yorùbáland is made up of 

plains and hills with elevations ranging from 305 m to 915 m (Buchanan and Pugh 

1958). In or near the towns where some of these hills occur, mostly as inselbergs or 

rocky outcrops, they are used by women for drying and grinding corn, cassava or 

other farm products. During his journey in northern Yorùbáland in the 19th century, 

Clapperton observed women grinding corn in rock hollows on top of hills (Bruce-

Lockhart and Lovejoy 2005). The elevation on the western end of the Ilorin area 

varies from 273 m to 333 m above sea level while the elevation of the eastern end, 

varies from 273 m to 364 m, and the highest point, known as Sobi hill, has an 

elevation of 394 m above sea level (Ajadi et al. 2011). Today, some of these hills 

in Ilorin are in use for other functions including religious purposes. 
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Figure 2.2. Geological Map of Nigeria, with Ilorin highlighted. 

 

The northern Yorùbáland area is crossed by both perennial and seasonal rivers. 

These include Oyun, Asa, Imoru, Osin, Oyi, Awere, Oro, Mimi, Awan and a host 

of others (Usman 2012). These rivers flow into the Niger River, the main and only 

navigable river in the area. Ilorin is mainly drained by the Asa River which flows 

in a south-north direction and is a tributary of Awan River which flows into the 

River Niger west of Jebba (Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929). The 

tributaries of the Asa River include the Aluko, Amule, Alalubosa, Osere, Foma 

streams and the Okun rivers (Ajadi et al. 2011; Kolawole et al. 2011). The Okun 

River flows through the Okesuna Ilorin area on the southern end. 

2.2.4. Soil and Vegetation 

The soils of Ilorin are reported to be easy to farm and are mainly loamy with sodium 

(Ajadi et al. 2011) which many have accounted for the cultivation of various kinds 

of crops and plants in the vicinity up to the 19th century. According to Hermon-

Hodge (1929), the Ilorin farmer must be considered very successful in supplying 

the food requirements of the larger area and he reported the cultivation of crops 
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such as yam, cassava, maize, vegetables, guinea corn, sweet potatoes, kola nuts, 

groundnut, palm oil and cotton, some of which were also produced for export to 

other regions in the south and north. Both the climate and soil of Ilorin support the 

growth of cereal crops (Ajadi et al. 2011). 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Vegetation of Nigeria showing Ilorin. 

 

Some of the soils are clayey, and the abundance of these raw materials contributed 

to the development of the pottery-making industry in Ilorin by the 19th century 

(Anifowose 1984; OôHear 1983; Willett 1960b), an industry that was reported to 

have been in existence in the area prior to this time (OôHear 1983; Raji et al. 2013; 

Usman 2012). Of the potters in Ilorin in the 19th century, Gerhard Rohlfs pointed 

out that ñthey are almost as good as the people of Keffi-abd-es-Senga, who know 

the art of bronzing potsò (Veer and OôHear 1994: 259). 

Due to its location within the guinea savannah region, Ilorinôs vegetation is 

dominated by the derived savanna type and as such comprises tall grasses 
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interspersed with scattered trees and shrubs (Ajadi et al. 2011) (Figure 2.3). Grasses 

in the area include spear grass, elephant grass and goat weed to a height of 3.5m. 

Economic trees and shrubs include shea butter (Vitellaria paradoxa), acacia 

(Acacia sp.), and locust bean (Parkia clappertoniana), palm tree (Elaeis 

guineensis), baobab (Adansonia digitata), bamboo (Oxytenanthera abyssinica), 

balsam (Daniellia oliveri), mahogany (Khaya senegalensis), teak (Ficus vogelii) 

and silk cotton (Typha australis) (Ajadi et al. 2011; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Otukoko 

2014; Usman 2012). As pointed out by Usman (2012), the present-day vegetation 

of the area is a result of human activity including land cultivation, cattle grazing, 

and annual bush burning. 

Northern Yorùbáland is also known for its abundant game resources: red monkey 

(Erythrocebus patas), giant rat (Cricetomys gambianus), grasscutter cane rat 

(Thryonomys swinderianus), waterbuck (Kobus defassa), roan antelope 

(Hippotragus equinus), warthog (Phacochoerus aethiopicus), spotted hyena 

(Crocuta Crocuta), wild dog (Lycaon pictus) and bushbuck (Tragelaphus scriptus) 

(Usman 2012). Indeed, it has been reported that another factor contributing to the 

early occupation of the Ilorin area was the abundant resources for hunting (Hermon-

Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Johnson 1921; Lloyd 1971). It was 

assumed that a part of the Ilorin area known in the past as Oko Erin, meaning 

ñhunting site of elephantò, was named after an elephant that was killed there 

(Hermon-Hodge 1929: 63; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 285). 

Generally, the occupation of the diverse people in Ilorin has been attributed to the 

conducive geographical environment for various economic activities such as 

hunting, farming and subsequently induced permanent residency (Danmole 1980; 

Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Johnson 1921; OôHear 1983; Otukoko 2014; 

Usman 2012). The openness of the area would have contributed to free and constant 

communication of people, goods, ideas and facilities. Ilorinôs fertile and well-

watered landscape would have favoured farming activities. Furthermore, trade and 

associated businesses, craft production and Islamic evangelism were also facilitated 

through a series of migration and contacts within the area (Danmole 1980; Duff et 

al. 1965; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Jimoh 1994; Omoiya 2013). These social activities 

associated with the development of markets, craft specialisations, cultural affinities 
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and ideologies dictated the settlement pattern of the area up to the 19th century 

(Jimoh 1994; Omoiya 2013; Sulu 1953). 

2.3. Historical background 

Ilorin's historical background will be examined within the context of traditions of 

origin, migration history and its connection to the larger Yorùbáland area, in 

particular the Old Oyo region, located 60 km northwest of Ilorin today (see Chapter 

1). This is to examine the historically informed assumption that Ilorin was an Oyo 

provincial town prior to the early 19th century (see Chapter 1). This section firstly 

outlines the various sources of Ilorin history after which the challenges of 

understanding unwritten Ilorinôs history are discussed. This is then followed by an 

assessment of the various myths surrounding Ilorin traditions of origin. The 

peopling of Ilorin will then be discussed within the two chronological frameworks 

presented by Elphinstone (1921), which defines the periods prior to the 19th century 

as the pre-Fulani phase of Ilorin or the rise of the Yorùbá nations, and the early 19th 

century period as that of the rise of the Fulani dynasty. The place of the Okesuna 

area in Ilorin history is then highlighted. 

2.3.1. Sources for Ilorin history  

As earlier pointed out, Ilorin historical epistemologies are largely based on oral 

traditions and written sources. Generally, these sources include 19th century writers 

and European travellers such as Hugh Clapperton and Richard Lander, William 

Clarke, and Gerhard Rohlfs (Atanda 1972; Bruce-Lockhart and Lovejoy 2005; 

Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Law 1977; Smith 1976; Smith 1986; Veer and 

OôHear 1994), colonial officers such as Kenneth. V. Elphinstone (Elphinstone 

1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929), Arabic sources (attributed to one Ikokoro), and other 

historical works by local and other historians and anthropologists (Danmole 1980, 

1984; Forde 1962; Jimba 1981; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Lloyd 1971; OôHear 

1983; Smith 1986; Sulu 1953). The significance of these sources lies in the fact that 

they outline various accounts of political, social and economic developments that 

occurred in Ilorin mainly by the 19th century onwards. Unfortunately, historical 

accounts of Ilorin prior to the 19th century are fragmentary and relatively 

uninformative (Danmole 1984; Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Jimoh 
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1994; Johnson 1921; Lloyd 1971; Otukoko 2014; Sulu 1953). This fragmentary 

information on the period prior to the 19th century alludes to the migration history 

of early settlers, the settlement formation into four semi-independent communities, 

their contribution to the fall of the Oyo empire, internal crisis prior to the formation 

of Ilorin, and the processes that led to the emergence of the Ilorin Emirate. 

The lack of adequate historical accounts for the period prior to the 19th century has 

been acknowledged by many scholars (Elphinstone 1921: 11; Hermon-Hodge 1929: 

63; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 283) and has raised a few controversies 

pertaining to the settlement history of Ilorin during this time (Danmole 1984; Haôad 

2015; Omoiya 2013; Otukoko 2014). However, these historical accounts which are 

classified under oral traditional and written accounts will now be examined to gain 

insights into settlement socio-political history of Ilorin. This is not to say that there 

is no overlap between these two sources of Ilorin history as both still contain 

reflections of the recordersô viewpoints. 

2.3.2. Historical accounts 

While most accounts on the early history of Ilorin are already in written forms, these 

accounts rely to a degree on oral traditions. In addition, a range of sources, discuss 

the 19th century, but one must differentiate between those which are based on first 

hand observations (e.g., Hughes Clapperton, Richard Lander, Scott Macfie, 

Gerhard Rohlfs, William Clark and Ajayi Crowther) and later secondary and 

colonial accounts (e.g., Danmole 1980; Elphinstone 1921; Forde 1962; Hermon-

Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 

1971; OôHear 1983; Smith 1986; Sulu 1953). 

2.3.2.1. Ilorin history based on first hand observations 

The earliest mention of Ilorin has been attributed to the European travellers, Hugh 

Clapperton and Richard Lander (Smith 1986). These travellers mentioned Ilorin in 

the early 19th century during their exploration of the River Niger from the Guinea 

coast through Yorùbáland to Sokoto between 1825 and 1827 (Akinjogbin 1980; 

Bruce-Lockhart and Lovejoy 2005; Smith 1986). Although they did not visit Ilorin, 

their accounts were connected to the political crises between Old Oyo and Ilorin 
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and other dissented settlements within Yorùbáland, and later in 1830, following 

Clappertonôs death, when Lander visited Old Oyo alone. This period coincided with 

the rise of the Fulani dynasty in Ilorin which is discussed later in this chapter. Other 

European and American travellers who visited and wrote the history of the area in 

the 19th century include Revs. T. J. Bowen, W. H. Clarke, Campbell, Mischlich, P. 

W. Dwyer, and Gerhard Rohlfs (Atanda 1972; Danmole 1980; OôHear 1983; Veer 

and OôHear 1994). 

During his visit to Yorùbáland between 1854 and 1858, William. H. Clarke 

provided a description of the settlement characteristics of Ilorin, which include the 

settlement pattern and architecture (for instance, the city gates and the rectangular 

mud houses with thatch). As previously mentioned, Clarke pointed out the extent 

of Ilorinôs trade networks, identifying it as one of the greatest entrepots of central 

Africa (Atanda 1972). Some nine years, after Clarkeôs visit, Gerhard Rohlfs visited 

Ilorin between 1865 and 1867, during his tour of Yorùbáland and West Africa (Veer 

and OôHear 1994). His report provided more comprehensive details of the cityôs 

settlement pattern and activities. Echoing Clarke, Rohlfs remarked on the highly 

prosperous trade and craft centres of Ilorin and mentioned that the ñIlorin people 

are very skilful in all craftsò be it leatherwork, woven mats, shoemaking, pottery 

production and cheese production (Veer and OôHear 1994). He observed that the 

Ilorin city wall, which was still standing at the time, was poorly maintained and that 

the city was almost round or rather polygonal in shape (Veer and OôHear 1994). 

Rohlfs further provided information on the settlement population which he claimed 

to be made up of 60,000 to 70,000 residents not counting the temporary settlers 

such as traders or carriers of merchandise (Veer and OôHear 1994). It should be 

noted that these accounts were focused on the general happenings within Ilorin 

during the times of these visits. 

2.3.2.2. Ilorin history based on later secondary and colonial accounts 

The available local historiansô accounts (i.e., Ikokoro 1912; Sulu 1953) mainly 

focused on the 19th century period of Ilorin history, although referring scantily to 

the earlier settlement in the area. Their accounts contain some valuable information 

on the political and social situations of the area prior to the 19th century. The 

information includes the activities of the early settlers of the region, their migration 
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routes, and their possible attraction to Ilorin. Ikokoroôs (1912) account is claimed 

to be the most widely referenced source on the history of Ilorin as his historical 

account was one of the earliest from the area (Danmole 1980, 1984; Otukoko 2014). 

Although known as the AbȊ Ikokoro Talif and written originally in the Arabic 

language (as the author was a local Islamic scholar and historian), this account was 

later translated into English and published as a New Arabic History of Ilorin 

(Danmole 1980, 1984). Though Ikokoroôs major interest was in the political 

development of the Ilorin emirate in the 19th century, as a prelude his account, 

provided information on the early settlers of Ilorin. 

Suluôs (1953) account is also valuable as it briefly described the history of the 

foundation of Ilorin in relation to the migration of the early settlers, the formation 

of Ilorin polity and the various developments in the area up to the early 19th century. 

Regarding the Okesuna Ilorin area, the focus of the present doctoral work, his 

account mentioned the area as an early settlement and that their leader was 

Solagberu, an Islamic cleric and migrant (Sulu 1953). Although some account 

(Jimoh 1994) suggested that Solagberu was the founder of the site, it is clear from 

Suluôs (1953) narrative that Okesuna was already in existence before his arrival. 

According to Sulu (1953:1) ñIn due course, Mallam Solagberu arrives in Ilorin, and 

he put up at Okesuna.ò Additionally, oral information from Ilorin supported the fact 

that there were existing occupations, even of some Islamic clerics before the arrival 

of Solagberu (Appendix 1). However, it is generally established that his arrival laid 

the foundation for the emergence of Islamic religion in the area and the larger Ilorin. 

British colonial resident officersô accounts (Duff et al. 1965; Elphinstone 1921; 

Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Hermon-Hodge 1929) provide expanded versions 

of available information on the early history of the Ilorin. Their accounts which 

were obtained either from early writings, oral history, and personal observations, 

described some aspects of the peopleôs settlement history, and events that led to the 

rise of the Fulani dynasty in the 19th century as well as the developments to which 

they bore witness. 

Other important accounts here are those written by various writers of Yorùbá 

history since the 19th century. One of the most important early accounts is Samuel 

Johnsonôs History of the Yorùbás, first published in 1921. Others include Forde 
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(1962), Akinjogbin (1971, 1980), Lloyd (1971), Morton-William (1976), Obayemi 

(1976), Law (1977), Smith (1986) and Akintoye (2010). Their accounts mainly 

focus on the socio-political and economic developments within Yorùbáland, with 

emphasis on the Oyo empire. Their works also parovide clues to the possible 

influence of the Old Oyo kingdom on its outlying regions including Ilorin and vice 

-versa. For example, Forde (1962) suggests that the Yorùbá community in Ilorin is 

culturally connected to Old Oyo, and as a result adopted similar ways of life in 

architecture, religion, dress, and economic activities. These accounts also 

emphasise mainly the possible economic interactions of Old Oyo with its 

surrounding area, pointing out the various trade routes that served as trade links 

between Ilorin and Old Oyo. The trade routes that converge in Ilorin to various 

directions include Ijebu-Ode, Abeokuta, Ijaye, Eruwa, Iseyin, new Oyo and 

Ogbomoso, the southwestern region of Nigeria during these periods (Akinjogbin 

1980; Law 1977; OôHear 1983). Trade routes heading, northwards from Ilorin to 

the Niger River crossing areas such as Jebba were said to have been available, 

linking Old Oyo to other commercial centres in and across the Yorùbá borders 

(Danmole 1980; Johnson 1921; Law 1977).  

Old Oyo was a major Yorùbá kingdom located in the northcentral part of present-

day Nigeria which developed into a major urban complex between the 12th and 15th 

centuries (Ajayi 1974; Akinjogbin 1980; Jimoh 1921; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; 

Morton-William 1976; Smith 1986; Usman 2012).  By the 17th century, the Old 

Oyo kingdom became the capital of its empire, the Oyo empire which rose to 

become one of the largest empires ever in the history of the tropical forests and 

grasslands of West Africa south of the Niger (Akinjogbin 1980; Akintoye 2010; 

Law 1977; Smith 1986). Old Oyoôs expansion was said to have engulfed a large 

portion of the Yorùbáland (including Ilorin) and non-Yorùbáland such as the Nupe, 

Bariba, and Dahomey in the wake of its territorial expansion between the 17th and 

18th centuries (Akinjogbin 1980; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 

1971; Omoiya 2013; Smith 1986; Usman 2012; Willett 1973) ï and eventually the 

establishment of an avenue of control as far as the coast which enabled it to derive 

advantage from the Atlantic slave trade (Peel 2000: 512). By the 18th century, Old 

Oyo was still the major power in southern Nigeria ï wealthier, stronger and 

territorially very much larger than any other Yorùbá area such as Ile-Ife, Ekiti, 
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Ijebu, and Ondo -  before its eventual collapse and abandonment in 1837 (Ajayi 

1974; Akinjogbin 1980; Akintoye 2010; Law 1977; Smith 1986). 

Other sources of Ilorin history include recent research works of historians (i.e., 

Danmole 1980; Jimba 1981; Jimoh 1994; OôHear 1983; Omoiya 2013) and other 

historically related disciplines such as archaeology and anthropology (Allsworth-

Jones 1996; Beier 1980; Fatunsin 1992; Usman 2012; Willett 1960b, 1973). The 

recent research works by historians on Ilorin allude to the fact that prior to and since 

the 19th century, Ilorinôs geographical location was one major advantage (Danmole 

1980; Jimoh 1994; OôHear 1983; Omoiya 2013; Reichmuth 1995). Ilorinôs location 

between the north of the River Niger, and south toward the coast, stimulated the 

migration of diverse cultural groups such as the Yorùbá, Hausa, Fulani, and Kanuri 

with their associated professions, ideas, religion and culture. For instance, OôHearôs 

(1983) work on the economic history of Ilorin in the 19th and 20th centuries alludes 

to the fact that various professional migrants from these cultural groups settled in 

Ilorin. OôHear (1983) states that some of these professionals include hunters, 

farmers, potters, blacksmiths, cloth weavers, pottery makers, bead makers, wood 

carvers, rope makers and traders which echoes Hermon Hodgeôs (1929) description 

of the human economic composition of Ilorin. Omoiyaôs (2013) work affirms the 

above and points out that their migration into Ilorin must have begun by the 17th 

century or earlier. Omoiya (2013) asserts that as early as this period, Hausa migrants 

brought articles such as cows, hides and skin and slaves, among other goods, for 

exchange with items such as Kola nut, palm oil, textile materials and salt. 

Jimohôs (1994) account provides a general historical background of Ilorin from the 

period of its association with Old Oyo. His account outlined general and specific 

developments in various significant settlements within Ilorin including the Okesuna 

area where he touched on the settlementôs developments to its abandonment in the 

early 19th century. However, no aspects of the settlementôs cultural history were 

mentioned. Danmoleôs (1980) work was basically on the development of Islam 

within the area during the Fulani emirate period of the 19th century and the 

processes that led to the development prior to this time. It has been argued that 

several political, and economic alliances between the elites of Ilorin (including 

Solagberu, the assumed founder of Okesuna area) and the trading centres to the 
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north of River Niger and south to the coast prior to and during the 19th century, may 

have resulted from their interest in certain trade items such as slaves and other 

exotic goods for example horses, cowrie shell and lantana beads (Danmole 1980; 

Johnson 1921; Law 1977; OôHear 1983, 1997; Omoiya 2013; Veer and OôHear 

1994). 

Research works by anthropologists and archaeologists working on Old Oyo, Ile-Ife, 

and their hinterlands, some of which include Igbomina, Ilare-Ijesa and Ipapo-Ile 

(Agbaje-Williams 1989; Aleru 1993, 1998, 2000a, 2000b, 2006; Fatunsin 1992; 

Ogundiran 2000; Ogundiran and Agbaje-Williams 2017; Usman 2012; Willett 

1960a, 1960b; 1973) reveal the trajectories and processes of social complexities 

within Yorùbáland prior to the 19th century, and how these processes transformed 

the various settlements which were studied. These sources are integral to this study 

as they set the groundwork for the archaeological study of Ilorin. These studies 

provide relevant information for the understanding of the possible socio-political 

relationship which Ilorin may have shared with the wider region of the 

Yorùbáland. For instance, Willettôs (1960b; 1973) archaeological investigations of 

Old Oyo pottery and ethnographic studies of Ilorin modern-day pottery which 

suggest, that the pottery industry of Old Oyo was transferred to Ilorin after the 

collapse of the former in the early 19th century is an example that calls for the need 

to carry out archaeological studies for the Ilorin area. Willettôs (1960b) assertion 

was based on the similarity between modern Ilorinôs black and red pottery and 

pottersô marks, and the archaeological assemblages excavated from Old Oyo, which 

were radiocarbon-dated to between the 13th and 19th centuries, from charcoal 

sample. Although this could be true for the present-day Ilorin pottery industry, the 

same cannot be said of the period prior to the 19th century at Okesuna Ilorin. This 

is based on the oral information obtained from Ilorin which indicates that the 

occupation that produced the archaeological remains including the pottery tradition 

at Okesuna Ilorin is unconnected to the present-day potters of Ilorin. In addition, 

the stylistic pattern of potsherd pavements at the site which is edge-laid is different 

from those found at Old Oyo site which is flat-laid. Generally, archaeological 

investigation of Yorùbá hinterlands has revealed various clues on their possible 

interactions with the larger centres. 
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2.4. Challenges of Ilorin prehistorical epistemology  

Several reasons have been postulated for the lack of adequate historical accounts of 

Ilorin and northern Yorùbáland more generally, prior to the 19th century. Ilorinôs 

location at the extreme northern end of the Yorùbá region contributed to its neglect 

as the region was regarded as unaffected by the regional Yorùbá socio-political 

processes that gave rise to large state polities such as Old Oyo by the 15th century 

(Elphinstone 1921; Obayemi 1976; Usman 2012). As a result, it was pointed out 

that northern Yorùbáland hinterlands and how they are connected to the large 

centres are less understood (Morton-Williams 1976; Obayemi 1976; Usman 2005, 

2012). Obayemi (1976) stated that it was not until the fall of Old Oyo that the socio-

political and economic significance of Old Oyoôs outlying regions to the 

development of the Oyo empire came to be known. Old Oyoôs relationship with 

other inland neighbours to the north such as the Nupe and Bariba groups is equally 

poorly defined (Ajayi 1974; Morton-William 1967; Smith 1986). In addition, the 

lack of written sources, as well as scarce archaeological evidence, also account for 

these shortcomings (Usman 2012). 

Early archaeological studies were only concerned with large centres, mostly 

capitals of states and city-states such as Old Oyo and Ife, Benin, at the expense of 

smaller ones (Ogundiran 2002b; Usman 2012). These ancient centres are 

characterised by enormous palace complexes and/or expansive earthwork systems, 

monumental structures, magnificent artworks, exotic materials, powerful political 

institutions, and well-organised war machines (Obayemi 1976: 208; Usman 2012). 

This is coupled with the fact that these large centres organised and integrated 

corporate groups, towns, and villages into a network of regional hierarchies (Chouin 

2013; Connah 1975; Darling 1984; Ifemesia 1965; Obayemi 1976:  Soper and 

Darling 1980; Usman 2012). However, recent archaeological research works now 

focus on examining states and their peripheries (Aleru 2006; Gurstelle et al. 2015; 

Ogundiran 2000, 2002a; Ogundiran and Agbaje-Williams 2017; Usman 1998, 

2003, 2005, 2012). Northern Yorùbá and their neighbours are gradually catching 

up and are being given attention by scholars engaging in the research on Yorùbá 

history, heritage, and culture (Usman 2005, 2012). 
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2.5. Ilorin traditions of origin  

To understand the early human occupation of Ilorin, various versions or myths on 

the traditions of origin of the area emerged. These versions include the Old Oyo 

origin myth, the Hausa origin myth and the use of etymology. This section gives a 

breakdown of the various traditions. 

2.5.1. Old Oyo origin myth 

This origin myth is associated with the general traditions of the Yorùbá. According 

to Johnson (1921), the Yorùbá traditions are shrouded in obscurity. As earlier 

mentioned, the Ilorin Yorùbás claimed to have migrated from Old Oyo. As a result, 

they traced their descent to the first king of the Old Oyo kingdom known as Oranyan 

(Hermon-Hodge 1929: 36; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 284; Jimoh 1994: 21). 

Oral traditions claim that Oranyan migrated with his father, known as Oduduwa, 

and his followers, from Mecca or, in some other accounts, Egypt to Ile-Ife (where 

they settled and established the nucleus of what is now the Yorùbá group) after his 

grandfather Lamurudu was killed in religious strife (Hermon-Hodge 1929: 36; 

Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 284; Jimoh 1994: 21; Johnson 1921: 2-6). 

Whatever the route of migration, the fact remains that the origin of the Yorùbá 

kingdom was subject to migration. As rightly pointed out by Kopytoff (1987), the 

waves of human migration constitute a major feature of many African societies. 

From Ile-Ife, Oranyan and his followers were said to have migrated via the west 

bank of the Niger to Old Oyo where he established the town (Hermon-Hodge 1929: 

36; Jimoh 1994:19). The discovery of the Old Oyo kingdom site by Oranyan was 

made possible through his consultation with, and assistance from, the king of Bariba 

in the Nupe country along with the west bank of the Niger (Smith 1986). It was 

claimed that the Bariba king advised Oranyan that by fixing a charm on the neck of 

a guiding serpent, and wherever the serpent halted, at a hill (called Ajaka), would 

be the location where he should build his new kingdom (Smith 1986). 
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2.5.2. The Hausa origin myth 

The second version of the Ilorin tradition emerged from the wider Hausa states 

networks linking the origin of Ilorin to the Bayajidda story of the creation of the 

Hausa states (Ifemesia 1965: 91-92). Insoll (2003: 289) pointed out that the Hausa 

are one of the dominant ethnic groups in the central Sudan and beyond and their 

identity are mainly known through their language. The history of Hausaland is also 

known mainly through the rich text of the Kano chronicle (Gronenborn 2011: 41-

43). 

This Hausa origin version for Ilorin migration indicates that at a time in the distant 

past, there was one Bayajidda who fled Baghdad through KanemïBornu, which 

was already an important state in the Chad Basin. From Kanem-Bornu, Bayajidda 

moved westward to a town whose people were deprived of water from a well by a 

sacred snake called Sarki and whose queen was known as Daura. Before reaching 

the unnamed town, it was stated that Bayajidda met some blacksmiths at Gaya, near 

Kano, who made him a knife. On getting to the unnamed town, Bayajidda killed the 

snake and in gratitude and admiration, Daura, the queen of the place, married him 

and also gave him a Gwari concubine. By Daura, Bayajidda had a son called Bawo 

who later had seven sons who became the eponymous founders of the Hausa states, 

the Hausa Bakwai. These were Biram and Daura, Katsina and Zaria, Kano and 

Rano, and Gobir (Ifemesia 1965: 91-92). 

In addition to the Hausa Bakwai, tradition also tells of the Banza Bakwai, the false 

seven children produced by Bayajiddaôs concubine: Zamfara, Kebbi, Gwari, Yauri, 

Nupe, Ilorin (Yorùbá), and Kwararafa (Jukun) (Ifemesia 1965: 91-92). These false 

seven were not among the original Hausa states but had subsequently come under 

the expanding influence of the Hausa people and of Islam. Ifemesia (1965: 92) 

argues that the very existence of this Banza Bakwai tradition indicates an early 

attempt to explain the diffusion of the Hausa language and culture in many parts of 

what is now called northern Nigeria. Such traditional accounts have received 

considerable scrutiny by historians, particularly concerning their accuracy as it 

relates to early time periods. These oral traditions involving faraway influences, 

and the possible distortions that they may reflect ï due to feedback from extraneous 
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sources such as written documents or the influence of Christianity or Islam ï have 

been well discussed (see Haour 2011; Henige 1982; Gronenborn 2011; Insoll 2003). 

Henige (1982: 404) pointed out that although these traditions might have been 

created several centuries ago, they were strengthened and transformed into 

historical traditions more recently, in other to suit the diffusionist speculations of 

colonial administrators. Although various socio-political complexities have been in 

existence for the Hausa area for several centuries ago (Haour 2011; Kuba 2011), 

early history of the area were noted to be less documented both archaeologically 

and historically, and not until the end of the 15th century with the emergence of 

Islam did written records of the area began to materialise (Gronenborn 2011: 41). 

In the context of the Ilorin area, the Hausa identity in Ilorin has been documented 

historically in relation to their interregional trade networks, migration and 

settlement by the 18th century. The Hausa-Ilorin origin myth must have been 

propagated with the emergence of Islam vis-à-vis the establishment of the Fulani 

dynasty in Ilorin under the Gwandu and Sokoto Caliphate in the early 19th century 

to maintain the socio-political connections between the two areas. I argue therefore, 

that this tradition of origin cannot be said of the early period of Ilorin and traces of 

the traditions may be difficult to locate archaeologically due to various 

environmental changes such as climate change and human induced impacts, which 

Ilorin had experience over space and time. 

Johnson (1921: 3) asserts that Lamuruduôs offspring consists of Oduduwa, the 

ancestor of the Yorùbá as well as the kings of Gogobiri and the Kukawa which are 

two groups in Hausaland ï thereby making a case for the connections between both 

Yorùbá and Hausa groups. However, a survey of the historical veracity of this 

tradition is beyond the scope of this thesis but in any case, this work will shed light 

on much earlier periods and the archaeology is not able to identify specific groups 

in the material record anyway. 

2.5.3. The etymology of Ilorin  

The etymology of Ilorin, just like the other traditions of its origin, has also given 

rise to controversy (Jimoh 1994; Otukoko 2014). As a result, various versions and 
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counter-versions have been postulated for the naming of the area (Jimoh 1994; 

Otukoko 2014; Sulu 1953). There are two current explanations for the name Ilorin. 

One is that it means ilo irin  óthe sharpening of ironô from the lateritic rock found by 

Ojo the assumed first Yorùbá settler, where iron implements were said to have been 

sharpened (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 284-285). This 

view has however been criticised. One of the reasons was that Ilorin was not a stone-

less area that would have warranted the use of only the lateritic rock for sharpening 

iron implements (Otukoko 2014, 2018). Otukoko (2018: 55) also submits that the 

lateritic rock which was claimed to have been the centre of early attraction to Ilorin 

does not appear to have been used for iron sharpening as postulated in historical 

records. 

For his part, Johnson (1921: 117) posits that ñsome certain districts are rich in ores, 

its iron production gave its name to the city of Ilorinò, from ñIlo irinò iron grinding. 

However, no evidence of iron smelting has yet been discovered in Ilorin, although 

archaeological investigations have revealed iron working evidence at some 

neighbouring areas of Ilorin such as Obo-Aiyegunle, Kwara State. Obo-Aiyegunle 

is located about 110km northwest of Ilorin with iron smelting furnaces dated to the 

9th century CE as well as brass casting dating from the 16th century (Aremu 1991). 

In addition, Iffe-Ijumu area (i.e., Itaakpa rockshelter), in Kogi state, Nigeria located 

about 218km northwest of Ilorin, has yielded substantial quantities of iron slags and 

tuyeres and iron arrowheads (Oyelaran 1998). As a matter of fact, there is no 

account yet known that asserts that any of the early settlers named the site ñIlorinò 

because of the presence of lateritic rock or due to evidence of iron working. 

Another source is Ilu erin, ótown of Elephantô (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and 

Kirk-Greene 1966: 284-285). An elephant was said to have been killed in c. 1824 

during the reign of the first Emir of Ilorin, Oba Abdulsalam, at the outskirts of 

Ilorin, at a place called Oko erin (Jimoh 1994: 18-26). However, the elephant killing 

myth has been the subject of debate as an incidence of killing an elephant is said to 

be considered an insufficient reason for naming the city. As a result of the ongoing 

debate on the explanation to the naming of Ilorin, Otukoko (2018) pointed out that 

while some sources have situated Ilorin to a period in the 17th century or earlier, 

others have proposed that Ilorin was a recently formed town. Going against the 
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latter proposition, Otukoko (2018) was of the view that the naming of the town 

Ilorin probably belonged to an earlier unknown period before the arrival of the first 

Yorùbá migrant, Ojo and stated that his period probably might have been the iron 

using phase of the settlement. Otukoko (2018) further posits that during this earlier 

unknown period, Ilorin could have been occupied by people who were engaged in 

iron prospecting and iron production activities rather than iron using, from where 

the name Ilorin could have been derived. 

As mentioned earlier, all these views were based on speculation that lacks 

grounding in archaeological and ethnographic findings. On this basis and as rightly 

pointed out by Smith (1986), the best hope of throwing light upon the earliest times 

of the Yorùbá as well as Ilorin seems to lie now with archaeology. 

2.6. The peopling of Ilorin 

Certain historical accounts have situated Ilorin settlement periods within two 

timelines which are the Pre-Fulani dynasty period and the Fulani dynasty period 

(Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929). The pre-Fulani period which is less 

represented in written sources has been regarded as the historical period of Ilorin 

up to the 19th century. This is understood to be when some of Ilorinôs neighbouring 

Yorùbá settlements were believed to have developed into large urban centres. The 

Fulani period, which is more comprehensively documented, is regarded as the 

emergence of the Fulani hegemony in Ilorin in the 19th century (Elphinstone 1921; 

Hermon-Hodge 1929). This section will discuss the peopling of Ilorin in the context 

of these two periods. 

2.6.1. The Pre-Fulani Ilorin dynasty period (prior to the 19th century) 

According to oral traditional sources, the present-day city of Ilorin was believed to 

have been founded by a Bariba settler but was assumed to have been built and 

developed by subsequent Yorùbá migrants in the 17th century (Jimoh 1994). The 

first Yorùbá migrant to Ilorin known as Ojo, an itinerant hunter from Gambe, a 

town near Old Oyo, was said to have met the Bariba settler at a site of a laterite rock 

which is now referred to as Bariba quarters in Ilorin (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben 

and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimba 1994; Sulu 1953). Based on the presence of the rock, 
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Ojo was said to have settled at the site for the purpose of sharpening his hunting 

iron tools (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 1994; Sulu 

1953). However, history was silent about the Bariba settler as to what became of 

him (Jimoh 1994). 

Subsequently, another hunter known as Eminla joined Ojo in Ilorin, and other 

Yorùbá migrants from Old Oyo and its metropolitan areas moved to the area for 

various economic reasons such as hunting, farming and trading and eventually 

settled down (Danmole 1980; Forde 1962: 73; Hodge and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 

1994; Sulu 1953; Usman 2012). As a result of their migration, the Yorùbá migrants 

were thereafter referred to as Ilorin  Yorùbá (Forde 1962: 73; Hogben and Kirk-

Greene 1966: 284; Jimoh 1994: 9; Usman 2012). 

Based on the presence of a Bariba settler in Ilorinôs oral traditions, it has been 

argued that this phenomenon is not unusual as many Yor½b§ settlementsô traditions 

of origin, most especially those located around the northern Yorùbá region such as 

Ogbomoso and Old Oyo, speak of similar connections with non-Yorùbá speaking 

people such as the Baribas and Nupes with whom they share a similar geographical 

context (Forde 1962; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Usman 2012). In fact, 

the question on the connection of the Yorùbá to neighbouring groups especially the 

Nupe and Bariba have recently received revived interest (Ogundiran 2020a). 

However, despite the assumed date for the beginning of the human occupation in 

the area, the migration periods of the early settlers in Ilorin are masked with 

uncertainty. Aside from the 17th century date assigned (Jimba 1981; Jimoh 1994), 

other dates, ranging from the 15th to the 18th centuries, were reported to have been 

assigned to the beginning of Ilorin (Otukoko 2014). 

History has it that, by the beginning of the 18th century, one Laderin arrived in Ilorin 

from Old Oyo to mark the beginning of the establishment of the Oyo empireôs 

political authority in the area (Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966: 285; Jimoh 1994: 27; 

Johnson 1921: 199). Although it is not known for how long, or to what extent, the 

King of Old Oyo exercised suzerainty over Ilorin, the connection seems to have 

been a loose one (Forde 1962; Hermon-Hodge 1929). However, the Old Oyo 

influence extended to the wider region of Yorùbáland by the 18th century (Obayemi 

1976; Usman 2012, 2019). Laderin was said to have been the first political leader 
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(Ajele) of Ilorin, a position held by Laderinôs generations up to his great-grandson, 

known as Afonja (Duff et al. 1965; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Smith 1986). 

Generally, the Old Oyo Ajelesô role was to monitor social and political activities 

within their designated towns including securing tributes and taxes for the capital 

(Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Ojo 1966; Smith 1986). By implication, Ilorin was 

assumed to have become one of the provincial towns of the Oyo empire by this 

period. 

Although Laderinôs political period appears to have been insignificant in Ilorin 

history, the period of his residency in Ilorin marks important socio-political events 

within the Oyo empire as the first half of the 18th century was described as Old 

Oyoôs golden age of imperial conquest (Smith 1986). It was during this period that 

Old Oyo succeeded in imposing its authority as far as the kingdom of Dahomey 

(present-day Republic of Benin), inland from Allada, and the coastal area, west to 

the country of the Popo, and northeastwards to the capital (Smith 1986: 42-44). 

After the settlement of the Yorùbá in Ilorin, other groups such as the Hausa, Fulani, 

Kanuri, Agadez, Bariba, Nupe, Malian, Dendi and the Western Sudani were 

reported to have arrived in the area (Danmole 1980; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; 

Law 1977; Lloyd 1971; Omoiya 2013; Otukoko 2014; Reichmuth 1995; Sulu 

1953). Though the periods of their migration are unknown, oral historical accounts 

points to as early as the 17th century (Danmole 1980; Jimoh 1994; Omoiya 2013). 

This assertion was based on the massive trade interactions between Old Oyo and its 

neighbours to the north which would have encouraged the infiltration of various 

groups into the surrounding region of Old Oyo including Ilorin (Jimoh 1994; Law 

1977; Morton-Williams 1976; Omoiya 2013). It was reported that trade routes from 

Old Oyo via Nupe and Borgu to the Niger joined up, at least in the early 19th 

century, at the market town of Kulfo, in northern Nupe, and that from Kulfo, trade 

routes led on to Hausa land and Bornu in the north (Law 1977). 

Historical accounts further suggest that Old Oyo may have participated in the 

famous trade route linking Hausaland via Borgu to Gonja and the Volta basin which 

is especially known for its lucrative kola nut trade (Johnson 1921; Kuba 2009; Law 

1977; Smith 1986). This trade route was said to have been labelled in the early 19th 

century as ñone of the most beaten roads of Africaò, where huge trading caravans 
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with more than 1000 people could be observed (Kuba 2009: 137). In addition, Kuba 

(2009: 140) mentioned that Joseph Dupuis, a British envoy in Kumasi who gained 

much information about West Africa trading networks from his Wangara 

informants stated in 1828 that, ñbesides the Niger, many large navigable streams 

intersect the land, and constant and free communication by water exists between its 

chief cities and those of Bornu, Yorùbá, Benin, Fulani and Marroaò. This suggests 

that the trading networks of the Old Oyo kingdom across the Niger, prior to the 19th 

century trickled down to other areas within the peripherals of the River Niger such 

as the Ilorin area. 

With regards to Ilorin history by the 19th century, the initial settlers were said to 

have been divided into four scattered settlements which were made up of the Idi-

Ape-Yorùbá settlement, Gambari-Hausa settlement, Olufadi-Fulani settlement, and 

the Okesuna mixed-Islamic settlement (Jimoh 1994; Sulu 1953). The Yorùbá 

settlements are referred to as the community of the early Yorùbá settlers of Ilorin 

from the Old Oyo area and were referred to as traditionalists whose head was Afonja 

(Akintoye 2010; Forde 1962; Johnson 1921; Law 1977). 

Afonja was an important entity in the history of Old Oyo and Ilorin by the late 18th 

century. It was said that he was probably a descendant of Laderin (Johnson 1921), 

the first head of Ilorin during the Old Oyo period. However, Afonja became a 

powerful military head of the Oyo empire and Yorùbáland, who resided in Ilorin 

and engaged in various military expeditions for Old Oyo and later Ilorin (Johnson 

1921; Law 1977). Eventually, Afonja fell out with the King of Old Oyo and 

obtained independence for Ilorin with the help of his cohorts, the Fulani, headed by 

Alimi and Solagberu, which led to the collapse of the Oyo empire in the early 19th 

century. Afterwards, due to power tussle that ensued between Afonja and his 

cohorts in Ilorin, he was killed in the early 19th century (Johnson 1921; Law 1977). 

The Gambari-Hausa communities of Ilorin were those linked to Hausaland trade 

across the Niger to Hausa lands such as Borno and the Sahara while the Fulani-

Onifadi settlement were the pastoralists (Hermon-Hodge 1929; Jimoh 1994; 

OôHear 1983; Omoiya 2013; Smith 1986). The Okesuna mixed Islamic settlement 

was made up of people of diverse cultures who came together mainly due to similar 
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Islamic practices and engaged in various forms of economic activities such as trade 

in slaves (Danmole 1980; Jimoh 1994). 

By the early 19th century, the arrival and intervention of Shehu Alimi (the 

progenitor of the Fulani dynasty in Ilorin) was said to have led to the 

conglomeration of these scattered settlements into a centralised polity (Jimoh 1994; 

Sulu 1953). Of all these settlements, only the Okesuna settlement was occupied by 

the most diverse set of people and the only settlement later destroyed and 

abandoned as a result of internal struggles between the settlement and the ruling 

Fulani dynasty in the 19th century (Jimoh 1994). 

2.6.2. The Ilorin Fulani period in the 19th century and the place of Okesuna 

This period commenced the reign of the Fulani in Ilorin after the death of other 

major actors such as Afonja and Solagberu (Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 

1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 

1971). There was a change of political powers in Ilorin during this period, and Ilorin 

came under the Islamic emirate system of Sokoto and Gwandu Caliphate in the 

north. Certainly, some significant events were recorded during this period such as 

the regional trading activities and networks and craft production processes which 

the Old Oyo kingdom was known for, were taken over by Ilorin, making it an 

important regional centre between the savannah and forest regions by the 19th 

century (Johnson 1921; Law 1977; OôHear 1983; Smith 1986). Trade in slaves, 

natron, horses, agricultural produce and the various production of crafts such as 

lantana stone beads, pottery and textiles changed the course of the socio-political 

development of Ilorin (Danmole 1980; Hermon-Hodge 1929; OôHear 1983). Islam 

also became intensively propagated and became the state religion, thereby attracting 

an influx of people into the territory who were willing to accept the religion and 

establish themselves within the area (Aliyu 2015; Danmole 1980; Jimoh 1994; 

Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971). Another important aspect of development 

during this period was the erection of the city walls and engagement in a series of 

wars for territorial expansion which was eventually terminated by the intervention 

of the British in 1900 (Johnson 1921; Jimoh 1994; Veer and OôHear 1994). 
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With regards to the Okesuna Ilorin area, an oral historical account indicates that it 

must have been occupied as early as the 17th century (Jimoh 1994). Historical 

accounts point out that the settlement began near a small hill in the area which 

Solagberu, the assumed founder, named Okesuna ñmeaning the hill of the faithfulò 

(Ali yu 2015; Akintoye 2010; Jimoh 1994). This original settlement later expanded, 

as the population increased, towards the surrounding plains (Onikoko 1992). This 

population increase was said to have resulted from the settlementôs participation in 

various warfare activities, slaving raiding, and Islamic-related activities before and 

after the fall of Old Oyo which resulted in Ilorinôs independence from the empire 

(Danmole 1980; Lloyd 1971; OôHear 1997). 

After the fall of Old Oyo and the death of Afonja the leader of the Yorùbá 

settlement, internal crises erupted within Ilorin which resulted in the murder of 

Solagberu and the eventual destruction of the Okesuna area (Duff et al. 1965; 

Elphinstone 1921; Hermon-Hodge 1929; Hogben and Kirk-Greene 1966; Jimoh 

1994; Johnson 1921; Law 1977; Lloyd 1971). While some of the remnants of the 

Okesuna settlement migrated to Ogbomoso, a town on the southern part of Ilorin, 

others were reported to have been resettled at various places such as Oke-Imale with 

quarters known as Oloke Ide, OkeïAluko, Idiagbede, Popo Giwa, and Omoda in 

Ilorin (Jimoh 1994). 

As a result of the disintegration and eventual fall of the Old Oyo kingdom, there 

was more migration of people towards the south to neighbouring settlements such 

as Igbominaland, Ilorin, Ede-Ile and even Savè in central Benin Republic (Gurstelle 

et al. 2015; Ogundiran 2012; Usman 1998, 2012). Archaeological investigations of 

some of these settlements have revealed that these areas witnessed large settlement 

populations and aggregation (Gurstelle et al. 2015; Ogundiran and Agbaje-

Williams 2017; Usman 1998, 2012). It was pointed out that these developments 

were accompanied by changes in the frequency and distribution of types of 

ceramics, mainly of the Old Oyo decorated sherds; planting of the baobab tree, the 

use of horses in such places as Ede-Ile (Ogundiran 2012) and the evidence of 

warfare activities and rituals in Igbomina (Usman 1998). However, despite the 

diverse nature of the Okesuna Ilorin population in the historical record which 
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indicates a possibility of the area generating various features of material culture, no 

corresponding material life of the settlement is documented. 

2.7. Previous archaeological research in the larger Yorùbá area. 

Archaeological attention in Yorùbá area first focused on Ile-Ife, about 170km south 

of the Old Oyo area. This resulted from early discoveries of significant, bronze and 

terracotta art objects in the early 20th century by Leo Frobenius, a German 

anthropologist. As a result of the discovery of these materials, Ile-Ife became one 

of the most researched areas in Nigeria until recently. In the Yorùbá traditions, Ile-

Ife is regarded as the centre of the earliest stage in the development of the Yorùbá 

culture, birthplace of an ideology of divine kingship and a royal palace culture that 

was emulated subsequently throughout the Yorùbá cultural sphere (Ifemesia 1965: 

48; Ogundiran 2020a). 

As a result, the area is the most revered metropolitan area connected with the origin 

of most Yorùbá social groups which extends to different parts of present-day 

Nigeria and neighbouring countries such as Benin Republic and Togo. There has 

been a significant amount of archaeological work in Yorùbáland since the 1940s, 

and work by archaeologists such as Frank Willet (1960a, 1973) and Ekpo Eyo 

(1974) have yielded data on Ile-Ife cultural developments that serve as a yardstick 

for the classification of Yorùbá cultural developments into pre-pavement, pavement 

and post-pavement periods. Oral sources and excavations have revealed that Ile-Ife 

was occupied as early as the late 1st millennium CE and was characterised by the 

various material culture which includes elaborate series of concentric city walls, 

pottery, microlithic tools, bronze, ironwork, stone sculptures, terracotta, potsherd 

pavements, ceramic tiles, glass beads, and copper alloy sculptures (Akintoye 2010; 

Babalola 2011, 2016; Eyo 1970, 1974; Fagg and Willett 1960; Garlake 1974, 1977; 

Monroe 2018; Ogundiran 2020a; Usman 2012; Willett 1960a, 1960b; 1970). Based 

on these materials and established classification by Frank Willett (1960b, 1973) and 

Ekpo Eyo (1974), Ogundiran (2020a) later expanded the cultural historical 

development of Ile-Ife for the Yorùbá area into eight, naming them the pre-Archaic, 

Archaic, Early Formative, Late Formative, Classical, Intermediate, Restoration, and 

Atlantic (Table 2.1). 
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Periods Approx. Years (circa) Major Characteristics and Events 

Pre-Archaic 2500-300 BC The proto-Yoruboid evolved as a territorial language and cultural group around the Niger-Benue Confluence 

Archaic 300 BC-300 CE Era of intense drought, southward migration from the ancestral Yoruboid homeland; and splitting of proto-Yoruboid 

into three daughter language groups-proto-Igala, proto-Ìtsekírì, and proto-Yorùbá-by AD 300 

Early Formative  250 ï 750 CE Stable annual rainfall returned; rapid population growth and expansion; proliferation of Yorùbá dialect branching; 

emergence of a full-fledged House society with formalised political institutions headed by priest-chieftain; 

development of iron using communities and large compact villages in Yorùbáland. Evidence of these was found in 

the relics of pottery and microlithic tools associated with pre-pavements 13 clustered villages which were reported 

to have been in existence prior to 800 CE (Ozanne 1969; Obayemi 1976). 

Late Formative 650 ï 1050 CE Social networks (i.e. associated with  migration of people from Ile-Ife to other areas of Yorùbáland) and regional 

trade intensified; naturalistic sculptures, especially in stonework, developed, representing ancestral figures (Willett 

1967), communal ancestors, and cultural heroes; emergence of mega-House polities characterised by large village 

complexes and incipient towns with embarkments, populated by corporate groups of diverse familial backgrounds, 

federation of mega-House polities headed by an elected titular leader likely proliferated; emergence of divine 

kingship institution and ideology toward the end of the period. 

Classical 1000 ï 1420 CE Commercial and knowledge capital revolution, intensification of regional and interregional trade; primary glass 

production began in Ile-Ife and intensified throughout this period; major innovations in effective technology, 

especially in three-dimensional art-terracotta and later brass; emergence and proliferation of sprawling urban polities; 

architectural features such as potsherd pavements were common regionally (associated with large centres such as 

Old Oyo, and Benin, and the two major types of potsherd pavements pattern are the flat laid and the edge laid. 

The edge laid pattern is the most widespread, associated with floors, courtyards, and shrines and was used for 

preventing erosion, architectural purposes and the protection of pots of traditional medicine embedded in the centre 

of the compound (Willett 1960a; Eyo 1974; Garlake 1974,1977; Ogundiran 2002a,b; Ogunfolakan 2009; Usman 

2012; Eyo 1974; Garlake 1977). 

The beginning of the pavement period in Ile-Ife has been attributed to an Ile-Ife queen known as Luwo (Ogunfolakan 

1994). Luwo was said to have asked that land of Ile-Ife be paved to avoid her falling or her robe from becoming 

soiled; royal divine kings became the preferred model of governance throughout the regions; codifications of the 

Yorùbá community of practice as a networked regional system; major changes in worldview and cosmogony; the 

rise of the Ile-Ife empire with a vast network of client states and colonies. 
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Periods Approx. Years (circa) Major Characteristics and Events 

Intermediate 1400 ï 1570 CE Regional instability due to hemispherical ecological crisis and subcontinental political turbulence; a period of intense 

dry conditions characterised by recurrent multiyear droughts; collapse of regional economy; external aggression by 

Nupe militarists; many prominent Yorùbá polities collapsed; the end of Ile-Ife political empire; Benin, a former 

client state of Ile-Ife established political autonomy and embarked on its own expansion northward. Early stages of 

Atlantic commercial exchanges began in the Bight of Benin with the arrival of Portuguese traders, soon followed by 

the Dutch and English.  

Restoration 1570 ï 1650 CE A period of renewal and regeneration marked by rebuilding of old kingdoms and foundation of new ones; political 

landscape was transformed by warrior-kings and militaristic states such as Ilesa, Old Oyo, and Benin.  

Atlantic 1630 ï 1840 CE Era of merchant capital revolution and the Atlantic slave trade; monetised economy took hold; Oyo became the 

dominant political power in the region; proliferation of centralised polities and frontier towns/market centres; 

incorporation into the Atlantic economy with new forms of global commodity exchange and consumption practices; 

intensification in everyday commodity production and craft specialisation (e.g., cotton cultivation, cloth making, and 

dye manufacture); expansion in itinerant trading; socio-political instability beginning in the early 19th century caused 

by the impacts of the Atlantic slave trade, inequality, elite factional conflicts, underclass rebellion, and the jihad.   

Table 2.1. Periodisation of Yorùbá Cultural History (Source. Ogundiran 2020a: 7). 
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Ile-Ifeôs material ties have also been discovered within some non-Yorùbá territories 

such as those towards the Niger river area and even the coastal regions of Dahomey 

now the Benin Republic (Obayemi 1976: 234). This is evident from the presence of 

a group of bronze figures located in Nupe villages along the Niger at Jebba, Tada 

and Giragi that belong to the Yorùbá-Ile-Ife and Edo bronzework tradition 

(Obayemi 1976: 234). In addition, excavations at the Savè area of central Republic 

of Benin reveal the introduction of non-local artefacts such as beads, potsherds 

decorated with carved wooden roulette impressions, and the construction of the Ogu 

Tani monolith. The Ogu Tani monolith, like the Opa Oranmiyan in Ile-Ife, was 

used in rites designed to renew the monarchyôs power (Gurstelle et al. 2015). 

In terms of pottery, the most significant work carried out was by Garlake (1974, 

1977) at Obalaraôs Land and Woye Asiri. The Ile-Ife ceramic sphere is 

characterised by embossed geometric, circular stylus impressions, stamped 

geometric motifs, wavy dragged combs, and red slipping (Babalola 2016; Eyo 

1984; Garlake 1977; Ogundiran 2000). These decorations are associated with 

various forms of pottery many of which are unique to the Ile-Ife area and have 

occurred in many areas of Yorùbáland. Garlakeôs (1977) analysis of Ile-Ife 

ceramics revealed 10 vessel types of different variants which included bowls, jars, 

pots and lids. The Ile-Ife ceramic complex have been reported to have dominated 

at Ile-Ife, Owo, and Benin areas to the south (Ogundiran 2002a). 

Another clearly recognisable stage in the early history of the Yorùbá was the 

emergence of the Old Oyo kingdom in northern Yorùbáland, located about 20 miles 

from Ilorin (Smith 1986). Archaeological investigations, conducted at Old Oyo 

since the 1950s have revealed expansive wall systems, microlithic tools, pottery, 

beads, grinding hollows, potsherd pavements, and market area (Agbaje-Williams 

1986; Soper and Darling 1980; Willett 1960b, 1973). The total length of surveyed 

walls built over the course of the 16th through to the late 18th centuries is about 70 

km (Soper and Darling 1980; Soper 1992). Ogundiran (2012) pointed out that at its 

peak, in the mid-18th century, the imperial capital covered an area of more than 

5,000 hectares, with diameters of 10 km north-south and 6 km east-west. The 

population size of the area in the 18th century was estimated to be between 60,000 

and 140,000 people (Agbaje-Williams 1983). On the basis of these finds, and the 

radiocarbon dates from charcoal samples from Old Oyo, the ancient settlement was 
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divided into three phases which are 1) the period from the 9th to the 13th centuries 

marked the earliest phase of the Oyo- Yorùbá culture; 2) the intermediate cultural 

level from the 13th to 15th centuries and, 3) the later period from the 16th to early 

19th centuries (Agbaje-Williams 1983). 

As far as Old Oyo ceramics are concerned, archaeological investigation in the area 

has recognised two cultural complexes which are the Diogun wares and Mejiro 

wares. Diogun wares were marked by sandy paste, fawn/grey-brown colour, and 

complex flute and decorations which include brush-marking or broom marking 

incisions, rock-comb impressions, impressed arcs, twisted cord roulettes and 

angular punctate (Agbaje-Williams 1983, 1986; Willett 1959, 1960b, 1973). 

 

Figure 2.4. Examples of Old Oyo Diogun wares (Willett 1960b: 63). 

 

The Mejiro pottery is characterised by fine grey/black wares and decorations of 

carved rouletting, snail-shell markings, maize cob rouletting, and dot punctate 

(Willett 1960b, 1973). Other wares associated with the Mejiro period occur in 

different shades of grey, brown and black, and consist of open bowls and round 

bottomed carinated bowls. The vessels have a very smooth texture, a hard paste and 
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a burnished-basted surface and markersô mark found inside some of the isaasun 

lids, while others, such as unburnished jars, have a rough texture and a coarse paste 

(Willett 1960b). 

 

Figure 2.5. Examples of Old Oyo Mejiro wares (Willett 1960b: 64). 

 

Incisions, twisted cord rouletting and comb stamping are found on both Diogun and 

Mejiro pottery (Figures 2.4 and 2.5), which has been suggested by Agbaje-Williams 

that both cultural phases overlap due to the presence of some similar pottery 

decorations (Usman 2012). The Mejiro phase is said to have been in existence up 

to the abandonment to the Old Oyo kingdom in the early 19th century. 

Oral historical and archaeological investigations reveal that northern Yorùbáland 

was a hub of various human occupation and material culture developments before 

the intrusion of the Oyo empire in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, associated 

with the later cultural period of Oyo (Aleru 2006; Usman 2012). As a result of Old 

Oyo's incursion into many of these areas such as Igbomina area, Old Oyoôs cultural 

influences appear in some material culture, for example, ceramic styles (Aleru 

2006; Usman 1998, 2012) (Figure 2.6). Other areas outside Yorùbáland where the 
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influence of the Oyo empire and its pottery tradition was evident include 

southwestern Cameroon (Mercader et al. 2006) and Savè in Central Benin 

(Gurstelle et al. 2015). 

Other areas within northern Yorùbáland where archaeological investigation has 

been carried out include Iffe-Ijumu (i.e., Itaakpa, and Oluwaju rockshelters, Addo 

ironworking site), and Obo Aiyegunle (Aremu 1991, 2004; Oyelaran 1998) at 

present-day Kogi, and Kwara States respectively (Figure 2.7). Archaeological 

investigation at Itaakpa and the Oluwaju rockshelters was carried out with the aim 

of establishing a chronological framework and cultural sequence for the area. The 

intention was to attempt to establish the extent to which there was continuity and 

discontinuity of occupation (Oyelaran 1998). Iffe-Ijumu was significant because it 

was assumed to have served as a dispersal point for some of the major groups and 

polities of Nigeria (Oyelaran 1998). Excavation of this site revealed a settlement 

occupation containing pottery, iron and lithic, and human remains which have been 

dated to 2210±80BP (Oyelaran 1998). Based on these investigations, it was 

suggested that iron producing agricultural communities were occupying northern 

Yorùbáland by the 9th century CE (Obayemi 1976; Shaw 1976; Usman 2012). A 

continuous stratified sequence of occupation from that time onwards, extending into 

18th century CE was reported (Oyelaran 1998). 

In contrast to earlier studies, archaeological investigation at Igbominaland in 

northern Yorùbáland, Kwara State was centred on charting regional networks in 

commodities such as pottery, as well as the nature of material life on the frontiers 

of the Oyo empire (Monroe 2018; Usman 2012) (Table 2.2). Igbomina was located 

within a frontier zone between Old Oyoôs southern peripheries and was engulfed in 

Old Oyoôs political orbit in the 15th century (Aleru 1993, 1998, 2006; Usman 1998, 

2012). By the 16th century, following Old Oyoôs intrusion into the region, sites 

across Igbomina witnessed an increase in overall size as well as settlement 

hierarchy, and they were dominated by Old Oyo style ceramics (Monroe 2018; 

Usman 1998, 2012). Other material objects discovered were animal bones, shells, 

iron objects, slag, tobacco-pipe, cowries, grinding stones, ground stone axe, stone 

pellets, and unutilised lithics (Usman 2012). 
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Archaeological evidence for an early socio-political formation that predated the 

hegemonic political development of Old Oyo has been suggested for the ancient 

settlements of Oba-Isin in the Igbomina area (Aleru 2000, 2006; Obayemi 1976; 

Usman 2012). Oral tradition and archaeological evidence from Oba-Isin have been 

used to postulate the possibility that the settlement was a centre of an early Yorùbá 

civilisation, similar in some respects to Ile-Ife (Aleru 2006; Obayemi 1976; Usman 

2012). For instance, archaeological surveys at Oba-Isin reveal material items such 

as beads, fragments of a bead polisher, potsherd pavements, iron smelting furnaces, 

tuyeres, iron slag, and ceramics as well as grinding hollows. With evidence of stone 

bead manufacture in the form of complete and fragmentary stone beads and stone 

bead polisher (Obayemi 1976), the bead-making site was dated to the 13th century, 

while the iron working site was dated to 640±140 BP (Aleru 2006). The 

archaeological remains from Oba-Isin indicate that the site was a prominent socio-

political centre in north-central Yorùbáland and that it is possible that Oba-Isin 

owed its development to the large-scale production of iron and a well-organised 

redistribution network between the savannah and the forest zones (Usman 2012). 

Archaeological investigations at the Ila-Iyara, Igbomina area of Osun state were 

centred on understanding the cultural and historical trajectories and processes of 

socio-political formation and interactions in northern Yorùbáland before the 19th 

century (Usman 2012; Usman et al. 2005). Excavation at Ila-Iyara has revealed 

evidence of pottery, with similar decorative attributes to Ife and Old Oyo pottery, 

animal bones, shell, quartz, beads, iron slag, iron pieces, tuyères, quartz bangle, 

cowries, fishing weight, metal points and unutilised lithic debris. The presence of 

slag and tuyere in the excavation further suggests the engagement of the inhabitants 

of Ila-Yara in iron working. Radiocarbon dates obtained from charcoal samples 

from the site were 375±40 B.P, calibrated from CE 1442 to 1531, corroborating the 

tradition on the foundation of Ila-Yara dated to the 13th century (Usman et al. 2005; 

Usman 2012). Based on these information, Usman (2012) pointed out that the 

northeastern Yorùbáland were occupied before the arrival of Ile-Ife and Old Oyo 

migrants. As such, the picture painted by archaeology about these areas is that the 

initial peopling of these areas were not groups from Ile-Ife or Old Oyo (Usman 

2012). 
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a                                                                                                                           b. 

 

c.                                                                                                                           d. 

 

e.                                                                                                                           f 

Figure 2.6a-f. Old Oyo style potsherds from Igbominaland, northern Yorùbáland (Photo: 

Usman 2019). 

 

Regarding the Igbomina pottery, based on surface treatments of ceramic, pottery 

found in archaeological sites such as Ila-Iyara, Ipo and Isin shared some of the 

Yorùbá pottery type found at Ile-Ife, Old Oyo, and Benin (Usman 2012). According 

to Aleru (1998, 2006) and Usman (1998, 2012), the presence of these pottery styles 

reflects the migration of people from Ile-Ife and Old Oyo, trade, or other forms of 

social relations. 
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Place/site, C14/TL Dates, Lab  2-sigma Calibration (Age range) Cultural Period  

Itaakpa, Iffe-Ijumu (Oyelaran 1998) 2210±80 (Oxa-1150) 435-45 BC Archaic 

(500 B.C-600 CE) Oluwaju, Iffe-Ijumu (Oyelaran 1998) 1840±125 95 BC-434 CE 

Addo, Iffe-Ijumu (Oyelaran 1998) 1110±80 694- 1148 CE Formative 

(600-1000 CE) 

Esie, Igbomina (Stevens, Jr. 1978) 890±75YBP, 770±70YBP 965-1250 CE Classical 

(1000-1400 CE) Obagbo, Igbomina-Isin (Aleru 2006) 640±140YBP 1290-1450 CE 

Olupefon, Igbomina-Ipo (Usman) 510±80YBP (Beta-88413) 1293-1615 CE  

 

 

Intermediate 

(1400-1600 CE) 

Gbagede, Igbomina-Ipo 495±45 YBP, 320±60YBP (Usman) (A-13053, Beta-88414) 1324-1350 CE, 

1390-1481 CE, 

1441-1667 CE 

Apateki, Igbomina-Ipo 470±50 YBP (Usman) (Beta-215512) 1400-1490 CE 

Ila-Iyara, Igbomina-Ila 375±40 YBP, 380±60 YBP, 480±50 YBP (Usman) (A-13054, 

Beta-202610, Beta-202611) 

1442-1531 CE 

1430-1650 CE 

1400-1490 CE 

Ikotun, Igbomina-Ilere 405±100 YBP (Usman) (A-13056) 1386-1671 CE 

Igbo-ejimogun, Igbomina-Ilere 310±50 YBP (Usman) (A-13025) 1460-1663 CE 

Esie (Mound 2), Igbomina (Kola Adekola) 520±50 YBP (Usman) (Beta-299369) 1320-1350 CE 

1390-1450 CE 

Obaloyan II, Igbomina-Ipo 290±60 YBP (Usman) (Beta-88415) 1454-1946 CE  

Atlantic 

(1600-1800 CE) 
Okegi, Igbomina-Ipo 40±60 YBP (Usman) (Beta-88416) 1680-1745 CE 

 1805-1935 CE 

Ikotun, Igbomina-Ilere 170±40 YBP (Usman) (Beta-13055) 1656-1709 CE 

Ofaro I, Igbomina-Ilere 220±70 YBP (Usman) (Beta 88412) 1491-1951 CE 

Aun I, Igbomina-Esisa 170±45 YBP (Usman) (A-13050) 1655-1712 CE 

1716-1887 CE 

Ajagun, Igbomina-Esisa 200±40 YBP (Usman) (A-13049) 1640-1698 CE 

 1724-1814 CE 

                         Table 2.2. Distribution of Radiocarbon and TL Dates at some sites in northern Yorùbáland (Source: Usman 2012: 72).
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Archaeological investigation at Ede-Ile, a 17th century settlement located in Upper 

Osun, southwestern Nigeria, reveals that Ede-Ile was probably the ýrst successful 

Old Oyo colony established in a foreign territory (Ogundiran 2012). Ede-Ile was 

strategically placed to control the commercial trafýc that linked central Yor½b§land 

to the coast (Ogundiran 2012; Ogundiran and Agbaje-Williams 2017). Like Old 

Oyo, the site was surrounded by a bank-and-ditch defence, which symbolically 

recalled the metropolitan capital itself. Yet, this was not the only material reference 

to Old Oyo identiýed at Ede-Ile (Ogundiran 2012). Ogundiranôs (2012) research at 

Ede-Ile suggests that Old Oyo imperial agents used material culture to forge an Old 

Oyo identity as a way of maintaining internal coherence in the area. 

This material culture includes the planting of baobab trees (a savanna feature), the 

use of horses, and the dominance of Old Oyo ceramics (Ogundiran 2012; Ogundiran 

and Agbaje-Williams 2017) (Figures 2.8, 2.9 & 2.10). Other items found at Ede-Ile 

include cowries, tobacco pipes, ceramics including bowls and jars, clay tobacco 

pipes, oil lamps, spindle whorls, and animal bones of both domesticated and wild 

species (Monroe 2018; Ogundiran 2012). 

Figure 2.7. Map of Nigeria showing Ilorin and other important sites mentioned in the text.  
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Figure 2.8. A baobab tree from Ede-Ile suggests a past political alliance with the Old Oyo 

Kingdom (source: Ogundiran 2012). 

 

Figure 2.9. Horses remains from Ede Ile, Southwestern Nigeria (adapted from Ogundiran 

2012). 

 

Figure 2.10. Examples of Old Oyo ceramic styles from Ede Ile, central Yorùbáland 

(Photo: Ogundiran 2019). 
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2.8. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided the geographical and historical background of Ilorin. An 

account of the environmental conditions of Ilorin in relation to the wider context of 

northern Yorùbáland was provided, discussing location, climate, geology and 

drainage, soil and vegetation. The significance of each geographical feature of 

Ilorin was discussed and their roles in the emergence and establishment of the Ilorin 

socio-political landscape as a regional trading network and major craft industries 

by the 19th century were emphasised. 

Furthermore, the historical background of Ilorin was discussed with a general 

overview of the Ilorin history based on first hand observation and later secondary 

and colonial accounts. The challenges of Ilorin prehistory were also discussed for 

an understanding of the lack of adequate information of the area prior to the 19th 

century. The various versions of Ilorinôs myth surrounding its traditions of origin, 

the peopling of Ilorin up to the 19th century and the place of Okesuna in Ilorin 

history were then outlined. In the final section, review was made of archaeological 

data pertaining to the Yorùbá area prior to the present work. Building on this, the 

next chapter will present the survey activities that were conducted by the author to 

begin to approach the archaeological landscape of Ilorin. 
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Chapter 3: Archaeological survey and mapping of the 

sites of the Okesuna Ilorin area 

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter reports on the archaeological survey and mapping which was 

conducted from January to March and in June 2020 in Okesuna area of Ilorin 

(Okesuna was an early quarter within the area known today as Ilorin), and which 

was the first comprehensive archaeological survey carried out in the location. The 

chapter begins with a discussion on the background of the survey, highlighting the 

strategies and limitations. An overview of the surveyed sites and their data 

collection techniques, as well as the results of the survey, are given. The chapter 

closes with a concluding remark. 

The archaeological survey was carried out to investigate more fully previously 

known archaeological sites and identify new ones, detailing the spatial distributions 

of material remains and features for further investigation. This was done through 

field walking, opportunistic survey and detailed mapping using a Global 

Positioning System (GPS). An archaeological site has been defined as a place where 

artefacts and features of a specific human activity located within a spatially 

constrained area are found in the landscape (Drewett 2011: 3-4). In addition to this, 

Khalaf (2016: 93) pointed out that some key indicators of identifying an 

archaeological site include the presence of more than one pottery sherd even if the 

distribution was dispersed, identification of mound sites even if deflated and eroded 

and cultivated sites with evidence of material remains.  For the West Africa region, 

many early sites have been identified based on the nature of their spatial and 

temporal formations. For instance, in the northeastern part of Nigeria, Connah 

(1981) identified six types of archaeological sites which include settlement mounds, 

mounds with occupation materials, flat settlement sites, quarry sites, burial sites and 

neolithic/stone age sites. Similar types of archaeological sites have been reported 

for other areas in Nigeria including present-day Yorùbáland. On the other hand, 

artefacts are regarded as portable material objects associated with archaeological 

sites or features while features are immovable material finds, created or modified 
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by humans (Giade 2016: 125). Examples of artefacts include pottery, and lithics 

while features include past cultural trees, rock hollows and potsherd pavements. 

The survey focused on areas of concentrated past human activities such as ceramic 

scatters, potsherd pavements and other associated material finds. Surface 

collections of pottery were also carried out within one of the sites. This collection 

was restricted to pottery as it was presumed that artefacts from the ground surface 

of the built-up environment of the area might have become mixed up with more 

recent materials. In addition, the survey benefited from oral data from the 

descendants of the Okesuna Ilorin area, potters from Ilorin and other informants 

relevant to the study. The use of oral data in the research was an attempt to 

understand other aspects of the history of Okesuna, and the archaeological 

processes. 

3.2. Background to the fieldwork survey: Strategy, methodology and 

limitations 

Before the fieldwork survey commenced on 10th January 2020, an excavation 

permit was requested and obtained from Nigeriaôs National Commission for 

Monuments and Museums (NCMM), Abuja. The excavation permits also required 

that the State chapter of the National Commission for Monuments and Museums 

located in Ilorin be informed of the research for awareness and to offer support 

during the research process. Some sites were previously known as the researcher 

had visited and/or participated in annual studentsô archaeological fieldwork as a 

lecturer of archaeology in the Kwara State University, Malete Ilorin prior to the 

commencement of the doctoral studies. 

Indeed, the present doctoral fieldwork also coincided with the annual Kwara State 

University studentsô archaeological fieldwork which usually takes place in one of 

the sites investigated. This site is within college grounds and permission is usually 

arranged through the college management before the commencement of the 

fieldwork. Therefore, with the assistance of the lead team member of the studentsô 

fieldwork, Professor Jonathan Aleru, and based on the researcherôs past relationship 

as a member of the studentsô archaeological team prior to this study, permission 

was granted to carry out this research on the site. This was also the case for other 
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sites where survey investigation was conducted with the exception of one site where 

no one was available to talk to and only partial work could be conducted. 

The archaeological survey was conducted with the assistance of four or five 

research assistants from the University of Ibadan, archaeology unit team members 

and student volunteers from Kwara State University, Malete, with four local field 

assistants at various stages of the fieldwork. The survey was also supported by 

members of the National Commission for Museums and Monuments, Ilorin, Kwara 

State, and many people of Ilorin including those encountered within the sites 

investigated. 

In Nigeria, under the National Commission for Museums and Monuments Act 

(N.C.M.M) 1979, provision of legislations has been made to curb and control export 

of antiquities and excavations of cultural sites which requires that a permit (which 

was also secured before the commencement of the doctoral fieldwork) be issued by 

the Commission before any research activity is done (Filane 2003; Shyllon 1996). 

This Act was a build-up of the legal frameworks of earlier Ordinance Acts such as 

1924 ordinance cultural heritage legislation, Antiquity Act 1953 and Antiquities 

Act 1974 to prohibit unauthorised exploitation of cultural heritage/archaeological 

sites, monuments and Nigeriaôs objects of arts (Filane 2003; Shyllon 1996). 

Due to the built-up nature of the surveyed sites, the Global Positioning System 

(GPS) was relied on to record waypoints (i.e., coordinates, and elevations) 

indicating sites, artefacts and features. The results from the GPS were then 

combined with the use of the Google Map application to produce digitised maps for 

the research area. This was aimed at producing a georeferenced distribution of 

locations of archaeological artefacts and features in relation to the sites surveyed as 

pointed out through oral historical accounts. GPS was used in conjunction with 

more traditional cartographic implements such as a compass, ranging pole and 

measuring tapes during survey. The GPS was mainly handled by a research assistant 

who happens to own the system and waypoints of recorded items were saved into 

the GPS and manually on a fieldwork note which was taken by this researcher. The 

compass and the directional arrows were also used for obtaining the direction of the 

features to the north as well as to indicate the direction respectively. To be as 



64 

 
 

systematic as possible, the strategy adopted was to establish a reference point(s) 

from where the team would take-off to other sites intended for a survey. 

The archaeological survey research encountered some challenges involving human-

induced, and naturally occurring impacts on the environment, limited and/or lack 

of access to some of the sites, and religious-related constraints. Based on the current 

nature of the Ilorin landscape, various socio-economic transformations over the 

years have contributed largely to the destruction of the material cultural remains in 

the area. These developments are in the form of built structures such as roads, 

schools, residential areas, hospitals, and shops (Figures 3.1, 3.5, 3.6 &3.7). 

Furthermore, cultivation of the land area and human traffic have also contributed to 

the material culture loss in the area. Some parts of the Okesuna Ilorin area had also 

undergone series of re-occupations by the 20th century, even after the assumed 

period of destruction of the area in the early 19th century. During, and even prior to, 

this doctoral fieldwork, various projects such as the grading of roads and 

construction of buildings were witnessed by this researcher attesting to a massive 

loss of material culture evidence. 

It is a common challenging phenomenon, as many archaeological sites within built-

up areas result in the loss of valuable material information on evidence of past social 

complexity. This issue has been pointed out in many archaeological contexts within 

Yorùbáland (Babalola 2016; Ogunfolakan 2009). This is unlike the situation 

encountered in most areas of the savanna where abandoned settlements sites are 

large open spaces, less densely populated or settlement mounds with relatively little 

disturbance recorded for the archaeological work. Such sites have been reported for 

areas such as Chad, Borno and even Benin Republic (Connah 1976; Giade 2016; 

Haour 2018). These abandoned archaeological sites offer opportunities for more 

systematic surveys such as transect or quadrant surveys, which are not possible in 

built-up areas. 
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Figure 3.1. Construction activities in some part of the investigated area of Okesuna 

Ilorin, where traces of destroyed archaeological materials were observed. 

 

Naturally induced environmental impacts such as erosion compounded the negative 

impacts of human activities on archaeological materials. Evidence of small gullies 

on roadways exposing material remains caused by erosion were noticeable in some 

of the surveyed sites. While some of the materials have been lost through this 

phenomenon, one positive result was that the exposure caused by erosion facilitated 

the discovery of artefacts otherwise buried underground and invisible to the 

researcher. The fieldwork also coincided with the time when schools in Ilorin were 

in session, as some of the areas investigated were located within school grounds. 

This resulted in the restrictions of movement in and out of some of the sites and it 

was only one of these school grounds for which full access was granted. 

Furthermore, the religious sensitivity of some of the sites associated with the 

Okesuna Ilorin area was another aspect the research team had to navigate during 

the survey exercise. Some of the sites were attached to significant Islamic history 

of Okesuna and the larger Ilorin area and as such, various precautions were taken 

to enable access to such sites where possible. For instance, at every visit to such 

sites, when accessible, participating members of the research team included 
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indigenous Muslim participants to speak on our behalf during each visit. This was 

particularly the case for survey activities associated with some rock sites attached 

to the Okesuna Ilorin settlement as one is known for attracting a daily convergence 

of various Islamic sects for the performance of their religious obligations (see 

Figures 3.30 & 3.31). Due to the busy religious nature of the site, the site was visited 

on three different occasions by the research team to document as much relevant 

information as possible for the research. 

Throughout the survey exercise, the researcher and her team made sure that the 

purpose of the survey was clearly communicated to those involved, to ensure 

adequate awareness of the research purposes. In fact, this strategy was very useful 

in providing closure for the research team on any concern that might arise during 

the survey periods. For instance, there were occasions in which some of the people 

encountered expressed concern, at the sighting of a camera, as they thought the 

research team might take their photographs for social media purposes without their 

permission. Assuring them that their privacy would be respected during the survey 

process, paved the way for accessing some of the sites to conduct the survey. 

3.3. The surveyed sites of the Okesuna Ilorin area 

As mentioned earlier, archaeological surveys were carried out initially on known 

sites of archaeological and historical importance. This was followed by an attempt 

by the research team to identify further sites with archaeological potential. In all, 

six sites were surveyed, of which five were previously known. These archaeological 

sites were composed of four plains and two intervening hilltops. The identification 

of a new archaeological site indicates that there exist more past sites in the area 

which are overlain by present-day Ilorin. The archaeological survey, however, only 

covered an area of 2.5 by 1.7km square (Figure 3.2). As earlier pointed out, this was 

associated with the challenges encountered during the survey most especially the 

built-up nature of the site. Though oral histories (Jimoh 1994; Johnson 1921) of the 

Okesuna Ilorin area attest to the fact that it was a very large settlement in the past. 

While Figure 3.2 presents the digitised map of the surveyed sites, the names and 

coordinates of the sites are presented in Table 3.1. The characteristics of each site 

and their associated survey activities are discussed below. 
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Figure 3.2. Map of sites surveyed within the Okesuna Ilorin area, approximately 2.5 by 

1.7km or 4.25km square (Image prepared by Macham Mangut based on Owoseni field 

data 2020). 
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SITES SURVEYED  

S/No Latitude Longitude Name Feature Remark 

1 8028ô31.98ò N 4031ô28.77ò E Kwara State 

College of 

Education 

(KWCOED) 

School 

buildings, 

trees 

(Appendix 

2), 

potsherds, 

potsherd 

pavements, 

granitic 

outcrops etc 

Known 

site located 

on flat 

land area  

2 8028ô51.66ò N 4030ô53.32ò E Adewole 

Estate 

Modern day 

buildings, 

patches of 

potsherd 

pavements, 

embedded 

potsherds in 

soil matrix 

Known 

site located 

on flat 

land area 

3 8028ô11.12ò N 4030ô59.75ò E Apata Suna 

rock site 

Granitic 

outcrop and 

rock 

hollows. 

Modern day 

buildings 

Known 

rock site 

4 8028ô41.83ò N 4031ô47.08ò E Abdulkadir 

College 

(SAC) 

School 

buildings, 

buried 

potsherds 

New site 

5 8028ô41.83ò N 4031ô47.08ò E Government 

Day School 

Ilorin 

(GDSS) 

School 

building 

Site 

previously 

known for 

evidence 

of potsherd 

pavements.  

6 8028ô59.58ò N 4031ô34.02ò E Okesuna hill 

site  

Granitic 

outcrop and 

rock 

hollows. 

Modern day 

building 

Known 

rock site 

Table 3.1. Surveyed sites of Okesuna Ilorin, their coordinates and features (Table 

prepared based on Owoseni field data 2020). 

 

3.3.1. Kwara State College of Education, Ilorin site 

The first site was the Kwara State College of Education (KWCOED) (Figures 3.2, 

3.3 & 3.4. Table 3.1 for coordinates). The site was already known for its significant 

and abundant archaeological remains. Due to the richness of the archaeological 
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evidence on its landscape, Kwara State College of Education site has also been the 

focus of the annual studentsô archaeological training. The open nature of the college 

grounds, when so much around it is built up, (see Figures 3.2, 3.3 & 3.4) make it a 

placed conducive to archaeological surveys and excavations. 

Presently occupied by the college, the site is bound to the northeast by Government-

Day School, Ilorin; south by a river known as Odo Okun (Okun River), west by 

Adewole residential estate, and east by the major federal road leading from Ilorin 

through Ibadan to Lagos (see Figure 3.2 and Table 3.1), (Jimoh 1994; Onikoko 

1992). Prior to the establishment of the college on the site, it was reported that the 

grounds were previously occupied by two institutions; the Federal Government 

school College and a School of Nursing before the location was eventually ceded 

to the college in 1974. Although Okesuna Ilorin was reportedly abandoned after its 

destruction in the early 19th century by the emerging Ilorin emirate, oral information 

gathered from an informant, who is also a descendant of Okesuna Ilorin quarter 

indicates that some smaller compounds within the quarter, including his ancestral 

home, were not abandoned until the 20th century. The presence of a large baobab 

(Adansonia digitata) tree within the college site was further attested to as evidence 

of past settlement by the informant (Figures 3.3 & 3.9 and Table 3.3). Cultural trees 

such as baobab (Adansonia digitata), and tamarind trees (Tamarindus indica) are 

regarded as past markers suggesting abandoned settlements in West Africa 

including the Yorùbá region. (Bascom 1969; Darling 2008; Ogundiran 2002a). This 

is due to their longer lifecycle spanning after the collapse of most archaeological 

sites. 
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Figure 3.3. Map showing the spatial distribution of artefacts and features within Kwara 

State College of Education (KWCOED) and Sheikh Abdulkadir College (SAC), Ilorin 

grounds (Image prepared by Macham Mangut based on Owoseni field data 2020). 
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Figure 3.4. Site map showing a closer view of artefacts and features distribution within 

Kwara State College of Education (KWCOED) grounds (Image prepared by Macham 

Mangut based on Owoseni field data 2020). 
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Figure 3.5. The main gate (see Figure 3.3) on the road (Education Road) leading to the 

Kwara State College of Education first gate (see Figure 3.3) and other connecting areas of 

Ilorin. The College is on the left side of the road (Photo: Teni Omoh 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3.6. The first Gate entrance of the Kwara State College of Education used as      

primary baseline for the survey (see Figure 3.3 and Table 3.3 for location) (Photo: Teni 

Omoh 2020). 
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Since the survey commenced within the Kwara State College of Education 

grounds, the survey team members, many of whom were new to the site, were 

first shown round to identify archaeological materials and briefed on what the 

survey was designed to achieve. Following this exercise, survey commenced 

from the first gate of the college grounds using it as the primary baseline (Figures 

3.3 & 3.6, Table 3.3) with the use of the GPS. The survey activities moved from 

the gate along a main unpaved road inside the college in the northwest direction 

towards a central mosque (Figures 3.4 & 3.7, Table 3.1). 

The central mosque area, located at the centre of the college site was the main 

focal point of the investigation and has been the usual starting point of the Kwara 

State University archaeological studentsô fieldwork. This is due to the rich nature 

of archaeological materials remains in the surrounding landscape, most 

especially pottery and potsherd pavements. Other find spots near the mosque 

were identified and recorded. For instance, evidence of pottery remains in 

association with broken grinding stones, and fragmented bones, southwest of the 

central mosque, were observed at a slightly elevated potsherd pavements area 

assumed probably to be a small mound (Figures 3.3, 3.4 & 3.8a-c, Table 3.2 for 

coordinates). 

 

 

Figure 3.7.  The central mosque with evidence of visible archaeological materials (See 

Figure 3.4 and Table 3.1 for its the location and coordinate (Photo: Emmanuel Adeara 

2020). 
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a 

 

b.                                                                                                                     c. 

Figure 3.8a-c. a. The elevated area southwest of the mosque where potsherds and 

associated material remains (b and c) were noted on the ground surface (Figure 3.8a 

marked as mound on Figure 3.4 and Figure 3.8b-c marked as 7 & 8 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4) 

(Photo: Macham Mangut 2020). 

 

Figure 3.9. A baobab tree (Adansonia digitata) located within the College of Education grounds, 

possible indicator of past human habitation (see also Figures 3.3, 3.4 and Table 3.3) (Photo: 

Yusufu Iyanda 2020). 
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Around the central mosque, the team concentrated on recording evidence of pottery 

remains, potsherd pavements and associated material evidence for further investigation. 

Apart from pottery clusters with or without other material remains such as lithics and 

the remains of animal bones (Figure 3.8bc, 3.11, 3.12 & 3.13), GPS recordings were 

also taken of singular embedded surface potsherds relevant to the study (Figures 3.10 & 

3.11). Oral information gathered during the survey even suggested possible functions of 

some of the material deposits recorded. For instance, it was suggested that the lateritic 

stone associated with a cluster of potsherds (Figures 3.12 & 3.13) might have been used 

as part of a ritual context ascribed to the Esu deity due to the appearance of assumed 

dried palm oil on the stone surface. Apart from the estimated diameter of the lateritic 

stone, which measured 25cm, no other analysis was done as the stone unfortunately 

went missing during the field research. 

  

 

Figure 3.10. Embedded potsherd remains left for further investigation during surface 

collections (marked 12 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4) (Photo: Jamiu Amuda 2020). 
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Figure 3.11. Embedded potsherd remains from Kwara State College of Education Ilorin site 

recorded during survey (marked 11 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4) (Photo: Emmanuel Adeara 2020). 

 

 

 

Figure 3.12. Mapping of a cluster of embedded potsherds and lateritic stone (lithic) located 

south of the central mosque during surveys (marked 13 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4, Table 3.2 for 

location) (Photo: Jamiu Amuda 2020). 
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Figure 3.13. Closer view of Figure 3.12 showing a cluster of potsherds and embedded 

 lateritic stone (Photo: Jamiu Amuda 2020). 

 

 

Apart from pottery, the study of potsherd pavements (Figures 3.14 - 3.18) formed a 

significant part of this research in terms of examining the nature of their technological 

developments and chronology. This is with a view to considering certain aspects of 

their characteristics, useful for understanding their contributions to the past social 

organisation of the Okesuna Ilorin area within the wider region. Some of the 

characteristics include the study of their architectural attributes, associated material 

culture (mainly pottery), distribution, and orientations. 

GPS recordings and photographs were taken of all potsherd pavements identified 

during the survey (Table 3.2) some of which were in very close proximity and as such, 

a single GPS recording was taken for the group. Some areas of potsherd pavements 

were then selected for further study and possible conservation. These were then 

labelled accordingly (Table 3.2) with some being earmarked for further study as 

discussed in Chapter 4. 
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Figure 3.14. An example of one of the potsherd pavements noted near the mosque (marked 5 on 

Figures 3.3 & 3.4). 

 

 

 

a.                                                                                     b. 

Figure 3.15a-b. Potsherd pavements on the unpaved road between the college hall (visible in 

photo) and the central mosque located to the south (not visible here). b. Closer view of the 

potsherd pavements (marked as 1 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4). 

 

 

Measurements of the length and breadth of each potsherd pavements identified were 

taken at the areas of highest concentration (Table 3.2). Other aspects of the architecture 

studied include evidence of material inclusions and direction of orientation. In terms 

of inclusion, the potsherd pavements located on the elevated area southwest of the 

central mosque area provided a unique form of information (Figure 3.16). The outline 

of a buried pot was observed within the pavement. The potsherd pavement was then 

recorded and marked for further investigation. 
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The orientation of the potsherds making up the pavements was also studied, examining 

the direction of spread or arrangement of potsherd pavements on the ground surface. 

The study was informed by earlier studies of potsherd pavements carried out in the 

Kainji Dam and northeast Osun areas of Nigeria by Nzewunwa (1989) and 

Ogunfolakan (2009) respectively. In their study of potsherd pavements of these sites, 

they pointed out that different orientation of potsherd making up the pavement implies 

that several people were working at the site at the same time, facing in different 

directions (Nzewunwa 1989; Ogunfolakan 2009). The orientation of the potsherd 

pavements at Kwara State College of Education Ilorin was carried out with the use of 

visual observations, a compass and the directional arrow, and showed that the potsherd 

pavements point in two directions: east-west and southeast-northwest (Figures 3.17 & 

3.18). This suggests that the construction of the potsherd pavements at Okesuna Ilorin 

was carried out by artisans facing in different directions. Oral information from Ilorin 

further corroborated this hypothesis for the Okesuna Ilorin potsherd pavements. 

 

 

Figure 3.16. Potsherd pavements showing evidence of the thin outline of a buried pot. The 

longer ruler and the black arrow pointing east are placed beside part of the pot outline. Ranging 

pole length=1m (the potsherd pavement marked 6 on Figures 3.3 & 3.4). 
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Figure 3.17. Potsherd pavement is oriented in an eastwest direction (marked 5 

on Figures 3.3 & 3.4) (Photo: David Okanlawon 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3.18. Potsherd pavement is oriented in southeast - northwest (marked 10 on 

Figures 3.3 & 3.4) (Photo: Jacob James 2020). 

 

After the survey of the areas around the central mosque was completed, the team then 

moved towards the second gate of the college grounds (Figure 3.20), located on the 

southwest of the mosque (see Figure 3.3 and Table 3.3 for location), taking GPS 

recordings of significant features found along the route. Other significant features that 

were taken into consideration, while using the GPS tool apart from the central mosque, 

and the main road gate include the college fence, water reservoir, and the Okun river 

which flows south of the college (Figures 3.3, 3.4, 3.19 & 3.20 and Table 3.3). 



81 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3.19. The researcher during the surveys of a concrete water reservoir at Kwara State 

College of Education grounds Ilorin (see Figures 3.3 &3.4 and Table 3.3 for concrete water 

reservoir location and coordinates) (Photo: Emmanuel Adeara 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3.20. The researcher at the Collegeôs second gate during the surveying process (see 

Figure 3.3 and Table 3.2 for its location on the map and the coordinates respectively) (Photo: 

David Okanlawon 2020). 
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Other cultural markers recorded for this site were important economic and cultural 

trees such as the baobab (Adansonia digitata), Igi Odan (Terminalia avicennioides) 

and the oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) (Figures 3.9, 3.21 & 3.22, Appendix 2). The 

identification of the trees was carried out through a combination of the researcherôs 

prior knowledge, information provided by field assistants, and members of the local 

community. The baobab tree (see Figures 3.3. 3.4 & 3.9 and Table 3.3) was not 

discovered until June 2020, when it came up during oral data collection with one of 

the descendants of the Okesuna area. The researcher and her assistant were allowed 

limited time within the college grounds due to the lockdown occasioned by the Covid-

19 pandemic, only photographs of the tree were taken, and the coordinates were later 

determined using Google Earth. 

The presence of these trees in archaeological contexts indicate evidence of past human 

settlements. Trees such as Igi Odan (Terminalia avicennioides) and baobab 

(Adansonia digitata) are cultural markers of past human occupation, some of which 

indicate residence of important people or families. Information gathered from an 

informant in Ilorin, (Alhaji Kamoru Abdulraham, head of Odo Okun compound, pers. 

comm. 2020) revealed that his family compound referred to as Ajia, in the past, was 

located around the baobab tree within the college grounds. Baobab trees are widely 

found within many archaeological contexts of West Africa such as Ede-Ile (Ogundiran 

2012, see Figure 2.8). 
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Figure 3.21. Igi Odan (Terminalia avicennioides) tree; an indication of 

past human settlement. (Photo: Bolu Ajayi 2020). 
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Figure 3.22. Oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) within the Kwara State College of Education grounds. 

(Photo: Bolu Ajayi 2020). 

 

  

While a more opportunistic survey and GPS recordings were only carried out for other 

parts of the college grounds with no surface collection, a systematic pottery surface 

collection was conducted on the land area south of the central mosque (Figure 3.23). 

This area south of the central mosque was selected for pottery surface collection 

because of its more open space with evidence of visible pottery materials which led to 

identifying the area for excavation activities. Pottery surface collection was informed 

also by previous report on (Otukoko 2014) and personal observations of the 

distribution of pottery scatters across the college grounds.   

A datum point was established at the base of a coastal coral tree (Erythrina caffra). 

The tree is located approximately 24m east of the college central mosque which served 

as a temporary benchmark (see Table 3.3 for coordinates). The primary baseline was 

then measured from the base of the tree to 22m north using a compass, ranging poles, 
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measuring tapes, and pegs to demarcate 2m intervals along the line (Figure 3.23). In 

order to ensure accuracy of measurement, a secondary baseline was also established 

from the base of the tree to about 90m west, where the tree obstructed the line of sight 

along the primary baseline. 

As a result, a gridded area was established, measuring 30m southwards from the datum 

tree and 82m westwards. As previously mentioned, only pottery was considered for 

surface collection. Other materials such as lithics, and potsherds (Figures 3.11 & 3.12) 

that were still embedded within the surface soil matrix were not collected as surface 

finds but considered for further analysis. The purpose of the surface collection was to 

obtain a database for a comparative analysis with materials retrieved from excavation 

contexts. 

 

 

Figure 3.23. The team members gridding the area of the mound as part of the larger survey 

exercise on the southern end of the Kwara State College of Education central mosque for further 

investigation (Photo: Jamiu Amuda 2020). 
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Sn/feature Latitude Longitude Name Length and breadth Location Other remarks 

1 8°28'33.60"N 4°31'28.83"E Potsherd pavement 0.89m x 0.43m 28.5m north of central mosque area. 

Located on the untarred road 

between the mosque and the 

College Community Multi-purpose 

hall and 15m south of the latter 

 

2 8°28'32.98"N 4°31'28.54"E Potsherd pavement 3.85m x 1.45m 25m south of feature 1.  Located in 

front of the central mosque. 

 

3 8°28'32.02"N 4°31'28.77"E Potsherd pavement 0.85m x 0.5m 4.7m east of the central mosque  

4 8°28'32.10"N 4°31'28.95"E Potsherd pavement 3.77m x 0.97m 5.3m east of Feature 3. Feature 4 potsherd pavements are three 

patches of potsherd pavement in close 

proximity. It is assumed the patches 

must have been a continuous band 

linked together in the past but were 

discontinued as a result of human 

interference. These patches were taken 

and mapped as one potsherd pavement 

5 8°28'32.15"N 4°31'28.73"E Potsherd pavement 1.13m x 0.7m 5.4m north of Feature 3  

6 8°28'30.91"N 4°31'26.33"E Potsherd pavement 

(with a buried pot) 

2m x 1.5m 70m southwest of Feature 5  

7 8°28'30.93"N 4°31'26.86"E Concentration of 

potsherds 

Nil  200m southwest of feature 8  

8 8°28'30.96"N 4°31'26.95"E Concentration of 

Potsherds 

Nil  40m northwest of feature 6  

9 8°28'29.25"N 4°31'16.22"E Potsherd pavement Nil  1.3km northwest of the central 

mosque 

 

10 8°28'32.34"N 4°31'27.26"E Potsherd pavement 0.7m x 0.4m   

11 8°28'30.34"N 4°31'21.91"E Concentration of 

potsherds 

3.4m x 1.2m   

12 8°28'31.04"N 4°31'27.54"E Buried broken 

potsherds 

Nil    

13 8°28'31.28"N 4°31'28.49"E Assumed shrine site 

(i.e. Esu) 

Nil    

Table 3.2. Coordinates of GPS recorded artefacts and features within the Kwara State College of Education site (see feature number marked on Figure 3.3) in 

estimating surface area, measurements were taken from the point of greatest concentration of sherds. 
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S/No Latitude  Longitude Name 

1 8°28'29.00"N 4°31'49.78"E Main Gate 

2 8°28'31.59"N 4°31'42.22"E 1st Gate 

3 8°28'32.60"N 4°31'6.58"E 2nd Gate 

4 8°28'501"N 4°31'49.49"E Concrete water 

reservoir tank 

5 8°28'27.94"N 4°31'31.43"E Baobab tree 

6 8°28'521"N 4°31'486"E Coastal Coral tree 

Table 3.3. Coordinates of major features recorded Kwara State College of Education 

(KWCOED), Ilorin. 

 

Based on the material remains identified within the Kwara State College of Education 

site grounds, the area was then selected for excavation. Using the site as the base site 

(Table 3.4) for other survey areas, reconnaissance proceeded to the other sites 

beginning with the Adewole residential estate site. Apart from the Government-day 

Secondary School and Sheikh Abdulkadir College which are easily trekkable, other 

areas including the Adewole estate site were reached with the aid of a vehicle. 

 

S/No Location Distance of Site to 

Kwara State College 

of Education, Ilorin  

Remark 

1 Government Day 

Secondary School, 

Odo-Okun 

0.5km northeast of 

KWCOED 

No evidence of potsherd 

pavements detected as of 

2020. It was last detected in 

2013 

2 Sheikh Abdulkadir 

College, 

0.65km northeast of 

KWCOED 

Buried pot remains 

3 Adewole Estate, 1.3km northwest of 

KWCOED 

Visible evidence of 

potsherd pavements 

4 Apata Suna 1.1km southeast Rock site with rock 

hollows, buildings 

5 Okesuna hill site 0.8km northeast Rock site with rock 

hollows, buildings. 

Table 3.4. Distance of surveyed sites to Kwara State College of Education (KWCOED), 

Ilorin. 

 

3.3.2. Adewole Residential Estate Site  

The Adewole site was visited due to the previously reported evidence of potsherd 

pavements at a spot within the site by Otukoko (2014) (Figure 3.2 and Tables 3.1 

& 3.4). This is located in one of the estate streets known as Ogaminana. The 

intention of the opportunistic survey of the site was to identify the possibility of 
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discovering further archaeological remains. Though few traces of potsherds were 

observed within a shallow gully around the potsherd pavement, probably exposed 

by erosion, no other significant material evidence was found. As a result, the 

activity was limited to mapping using a GPS (Figure 3.24). Although a GPS 

recording of the Adewole Estate potsherd pavement had previously been 

documented (Otukoko 2014), another GPS recording was taken to ensure 

consistency in all the GPS recordings taken for the research. 

 

 

Figure 3.24: Adewole Estate potsherd pavement site at Ogaminana street. The red arrow 

pointing to the potsherd pavement (see Figure 3.2, Table 3.1). 

 

3.3.3. Government Day School, Odo Okun Ilorin site 

Government-Day School Odo-Okun site (see Figures 3.2, 3.3, 3.25 and Table 3.1 

and 3.4) was visited as it had initially been reported as a site with potsherd 

pavements. The team proceeded first to the location of the potsherd pavement. 

Unfortunately, the reported location was occupied by a metallic structure, and no 
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traces of the potsherd pavement were found. Further survey attempts in the school 

ground yielded no appreciable result. 

Moreover, the school grounds are highly disturbed and not conducive to an 

intensive survey as it is fully occupied with school buildings. Based on the oral and 

ethnohistorical accounts of the site as part of the larger Okesuna Ilorin area, as well 

as the previous report of evidence of archaeological remains, the site was also 

mapped using the GPS (Figures 3.2 & 3.3). 

 

 

Figure 3.25. The Government-Day Secondary School, Ilorin located northeast of Kwara 

 State College of Education (Photo: Macham Mangut 2020). 

 

 

3.3.4. Sheikh Abdulkadir College Ilorin site  

Of all the sites surveyed, Sheikh Abdulkadir college was the only one that was not 

previously known for its evidence of material remains (Figures 3.2, 3.26, Tables 

3.1 & 3.4). During survey of the Government-Day Secondary School site, a staff 

member informed the researcher of the possible existence of material evidence 

within the grounds of the Sheikh Abdulkadir College grounds. Six separate 

locations featuring buried pottery were identified by the team within proximity to 

one another (marked as 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 and 19 on Figure 3.3, Figures 3.27 & 3. 
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28), and their coordinates were recorded (Table 3.5). A further survey of the area 

for possible excavation however yielded no positive result. 

 

 

Figure 3.26. The Sheikh Abdulkadir College, the new site that was included in the fieldwork 

survey. 

 

 

Figure 3.27. Embedded potsherds at Sheikh Abdulkadir College (marked as 15 on Figure 

3.3) (Photo: Macham Mangut 2020). 
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Figure 3.28. Embedded potsherds at Sheikh Abdulkadir College (marked as 19 on Figure 

3.3) (Photo: Macham Mangut 2020). 

 

 

 

Sn Latitude Longitude Features Legend 

1 8°28'41.69"N 4°31'47.05"E Buried Pot 14 

2 8°28'41.79"N 4°31'46.97"E Buried Pot 15 

3 8°28'41.78"N 4°31'47.13"E Buried Pot 16 

4 8°28'41.74"N 4°31'47.06"E Buried Pot 17 

5 8°28'41.60"N 4°31'47.02"E Buried Pot 18 

6 8°28'41.43"N 4°31'47.09"E Buried Pot 19 

Table 3.5. Coordinates of GPS recorded artefacts and features within the Kwara State 

College of Education and Sheikh Abdulkadir College. 

 

3.3.5. Apata Suna rock site 

Located on the southern end of the Kwara State College of Education grounds, 

across the Okun River (Odo Okun), the Apata Suna rock site was the next focus of 

survey and had also previously been reported as part of the Okesuna landscape 

(Figure 3.2). The granitic rocky site is situated along an area known as Olorunsogo 

and it is an elevated site with a mosque constructed on top of the rock, enclosed by 

a fenced wall (Figure 3.29). In front of the rock site are some buildings, one of 

which was reported to be a church. Though the enclosed compound of the rock site 


















































































































































































































































































































































































