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This dissertation fills an existing gap in Nigerian historiography by exploring the history
of penal confinement and prisons in Southern Nigeria. Using archival materials and other
historical sources including autobiographies, newspapers and prison writings, this study
shows that colonial prisons that were established in Nigeria differed significantly from
those that existed in Britain. The idea of using the prison as a reformative tool did not
manifest in the colonial context. Ultimately, the colonial prison system established in
Southern Nigeria served as a tool used by Europeans for silencing opposition, subduing
nationalist forces, harnessing cheap labor and warehousing problem populations
including criminals, lepers and lunatics.
Penal administration in Southern Nigeria went through many transformative
stages. This dissertation contextualizes these changes within the broad context of
significant historical events such as the Atlantic Slave Trade, colonial rule, the First
World War, the Second World War and the decolonization era. It shows that
administrative problems that hamper the development of Nigeria’s penal system in the
post-colonial era such as overcrowding, inefficient work force, health problems and
inadequate infrastructure began during the colonial era. The penal crisis experienced in
Nigeria is indeed a colonial legacy. The first five chapters of the study follow a
vii

chronological sequence that covers much ground in the colonial history of Southern
Nigeria from 1860 to 1956.
In addition, this dissertation explores the history of the prison in Southern Nigeria
not only from the official perspective, but also from the perspective of incarcerated
colonial subjects. It details the penal experience of nationalists. More importantly, it
moves beyond the elitist view by providing information on the penal experience of
ordinary criminals whose existence and agency is often ignored or mentioned in passing
in mainstream Nigerian history. The last chapter of this study approaches the history of
prison in Southern Nigeria from the subaltern perspective. Using official prison
documents, prison memoirs, and prisoners’ letters, it explores prison sub-cultures and
highlights the different ways in which ordinary prisoners reacted to, coped with, and
challenged the carceral element of colonial rule.
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Introduction
This study is an attempt to provide the first full length history of prisons and penal
institutional confinement in Southern Nigeria. It also represents an attempt to fill an
existing lacuna in Nigerian historical studies. In Nigerian historiography, literature
detailing the history of prisons and punishment are few and far between. Historians have
examined the history of the Nigerian police force and the court system. They have also
treated subjects such as juvenile delinquency and crime. However, they are yet to turn
their attention to the prison system. This study fills the gap by tracing the history of the
prison system in Southern Nigeria from 1860 to 1956. It begins a paradigm shift and
opens up a new direction for understanding the history of Nigeria.
The study covers the colonial period yet it takes cursory look at the penal
practices of pre-colonial Southern Nigerian communities with the intent to ascertain
whether or not indigenous laws and judicial practices allowed for the confinement of
criminals and social deviants in places designated as prisons. The study shows that a new
form of penal practice emerged in Southern Nigeria when Europeans began to establish
their presence along the coastal areas and trade routes. This new penal practice fed the
slave economy but changed character as the British government established colonial rule
in Southern Nigeria. The first colonial prison, as the study shows, emerged in the colony
of Lagos in 1862. It functioned as part of the criminal justice system established by
British officials in order to maintain social order, protect the economic interests of
Europeans and rid the colonial society of elements who challenged imperial authority and
unwanted populations such as lepers, lunatics and criminals.
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The first five chapters of this study historicize the origin and evolution of the
prison system established by British officials in Southern Nigeria from 1860 to 1950.
The chapters demonstrate that the colonial prison system altered and modified
metropolitan penal practice. The prison system established in Southern Nigeria differed
significantly in form and practice from those that existed in Britain during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. The prison system in Britain was in no way a perfect system; it
suffered from many defects and was constantly evolving and changing. Penal reformers,
at different historical period, called for the reform of the imperfect system. The advocacy
of these reformers was most felt in the nineteenth century when they envisioned prisons
as therapeutic sites for the reformation of prisoners into respectable citizens. Reformist
ideas generated in Britain and elsewhere in the Western world, however, did not seep into
the colonial environment. In Southern Nigeria, penal officials did not formulate penal
policies that sought to rehabilitate or reform prisoners neither did colonial authorities
allocate funds to such ends. Instead, penal policies were geared towards the goal of
domination, deterrence, incapacitation and repression. Prisons were used as custodial
sites for deterring those who challenged the colonial order and constituted a menace to
the colonial environment.
In addition, colonial prisons served as a source for harnessing cheap labor.
Colonial authorities, particularly during the course of the Second World War, relied on
cheap prison labor. Prisoners worked on war-related projects such as building
constructions and the production of military materials such as clothing. Unlike in other
parts of the British Empire where prison labor was hired out to private individuals and
2

firms, in Southern Nigeria prison labor was not hired out to private individuals or
companies. Penal labor was the exclusive preserve of the colonial government. Only civil
departments such as the medical and the public works department could employ
prisoners.
This study sheds light on the historical origins of some of the current problems
that inhibit the development of the prison system in Nigeria. Some of these problems
include gross human rights abuse, inefficient health system, poor infrastructure,
overcrowding and the ill-treatment of awaiting trial prisoners. All these problems are
intricately connected. Prison overcrowding in Nigeria today is linked to the alarming
increasing rate in the number of awaiting trial prisoners who are incarcerated for lengthy
periods of time. In 2003, there were over 24,705 awaiting trial prisoners in Nigerian
prisons.1 In 2012, the number increased significantly to the extent that awaiting trial
prisoners constitute eighty percent of the entire prison population in the country. These
prisoners as well as other categories of prisoners endure different forms of human right
abuse. Many are denied the right to seek medical help and the right to a legal counsel.
This study shows that the problems that plague the Nigerian prison system today began
during the colonial era; they are neither a post-colonial invention nor a recent
phenomenon.
The history of prisons would be incomplete without an account of the activities of
prisoners whose lives were affected by the institution. Therefore, this study follows an

1 H.S Labo, The Nigerian Prison System: Present Situation and Prospect for Reform (Kuru, Jos: National
Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies, 2004), 9.
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academic tradition that illuminates on the experience of everyday people. It contributes to
the literature on the social history and agency of marginalized and under-represented
groups in Nigeria. It historicizes the emergence of prisons in Southern Nigeria without
relegating the agency and experiences of prisoners to the background. It details the
experiences of imprisoned colonial subjects including the educated nationalists and
ordinary criminals. More importantly, it examines how prisoners reacted or responded to
the carceral element of colonialism.
With the recent move on the part of the Federal government to build secret
detention centers for Boko Haram “suspected” terrorists and formulate procedures on the
judicial treatments of such individuals, this study is not only timely but valuable. In 2012,
the Federal government of Nigeria, under the leadership of President Goodluck Jonathan,
embarked on a building project that would serve as a secret detention center for holding
and interrogating suspected members of the radical Islamic sect known as Boko Haram.
This plan has raised concerns about human right abuse and the use of torture and illegal
detentions.2 More so, members of the Boko Haram Islamic sect have marked prisons as a
site of conflict. In retaliation to the killing and detention of their members by Nigerian
security forces, they have carried out open and high profile attacks on Federal
government prisons. In June 2012, for instance, members of the terrorist group stormed a
prison in Yobe state, killing many warders and releasing over forty prisoners.3 In May

2 “Nigeria Secret Prison Opening to Combat Boko Haram,” Huffington Post, accessed September 23, 2012,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/19/nigeria-secret-prison-ope_n_1438204.html
3 “Militants Attack Jail in Nigeria, Killing 40,” The New York Times, accessed September, 2013,
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/25/world/americas/boko-haram-gunmen-free-40-from-nigeriaprison.html?_r=0
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2013, members of the Boko Haram group attacked Bama, a small town in Borno state in
the Northern part of the country. During the attack, they facilitated the escape of over one
hundred prison inmates.4 This study does not support any religious or political agenda
rather it offers a historical view on the culture of imprisonment, violence, and torture that
continues to manifest in Nigeria in the post-colonial era. It challenges policy makers to
consider penal practices of the past before initiating new policies.

Theoretical Perspectives
Recent studies in the field of historical archaeology shaped my understanding on
the different theories useful for approaching penal institutional confinement. Two
academic texts in particular assisted me in navigating through the thick cloud of theories
propounded on the subject. Eleanor Casella’s The Archaeology of Institutional
Confinement provided theoretical and historical themes for understanding the concept
while James Gibbs and April Beisaw’s edited volume titled The Archaeology of
Institutional Life offered different philosophical approaches to confinement in the modern
era.5 This dissertation builds on the study but extends the focus to include people outside
the geographical borders of Europe and North America. It focuses on the culture of penal
confinement as it evolved in Southern Nigeria during the colonial period.

4 “Nigeria Prison Attack Kill Dozens, 105 Inmates Escape After Coordinated Assaults by Extremists,
Huffington Post, accessed September, 2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/07/nigeria-prisonattack-inmates-escape_n_3232547.html
5 Conlin Eleanor Casella, The Archaeology of Institutional Confinement (Florida: Florida University Press,
2007). April Beisaw and James Gibbs, Archaeology of Institutional Confinement (Tuscaloosa: Alabama
University Press, 2009).
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Some of the questions raised on the subject of institutional confinement in
Casella’s study served as signal posts for generating and articulating interesting ideas for
this dissertation. The questions include the following: how and why did prisons
originate? Why do societies confine people in prison? How did prisoners experience
institutional confinement? In answering the first question, this study adopts a historical
approach and attempts to investigate the extent to which pre-colonial Southern Nigerian
societies practiced the act of confining social deviants and criminals in places designated
as prisons. More importantly, the study examines pre-colonial judicial penal procedures
without losing sight of developments taking place in Western world, particularly the
penal reform movement in Europe and in the United States. In addition, the study traces
the emergence of the culture of penal institutionalization to the early colonial period, an
era that witnessed the pacification of several indigenous groups by British agents.
This study utilizes the three dominant criminological debates for understanding
the purpose that institutional confinement serves in modern societies. The first
criminological debate was developed by a group of sociologists and criminologists that
have become known as the retributivist school or the school of punishment. These
scholars maintain the view that penal confinement is crucial for the sake of punishment
and that punishment allows the society to improve morally. Emile Durkheim surmised
the tenets of this school when he stated that punishment serves as a measure used by the
state to “preserve the shared values and normative conventions on which social life is

6

based.”6 Like Durkheim, scholars in this school of thought share the view that it is the
responsibility of governing authorities to punish criminals and social deviants. Thus, the
government of a state exercises its power when it punishes offenders by confining them
in prison. In addition, scholars in the retributivist school maintain the view that those who
commit crimes should receive punishment in accordance with the degree to which they
inflicted harm on their victim.
The second school of thought known as the school of reform upholds the view
that societies confine criminals in prison in order to reform them and turn them into
respectable citizens on the one hand, and in order to prevent further offences through the
strategy of rehabilitation on the other hand. Reformers contend that crime would reduce
significantly in any society if and when government invests sufficient public funds and
resources in rehabilitative programs aimed at correcting and reforming deviants.
The third criminological school of thought, known as the deterrence school,
focused mainly on the relationship between punishment and criminal behavior at the
individual and group level. Scholars in this school argue that a society can deter criminals
at the individual level by sending them to prisons or punishing them by other means. For
these scholars, institutional confinement serves as an effective means of social defense. It
is meant to protect the society from otherness.7 In addition, they argue that the strategy of
deterrence works at the group level such that by punishing one offender, authorities deter

6 David Garland, “Sociological Perspectives on Punishment,” in Crime and Justice: A Review of Research,
Vol.14 ed. Michael Tonry (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), 122.
7 Casella, The Archaeology of Institutional Confinement, 63.
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other members of the society from committing the same crime or other forms of crime in
the future.8
This dissertation does not seek to adopt a particular criminological theory instead
it tries to bring different perspectives together in conversation with one another. It is true
that states often seek to maintain a balance between punishment, reform and deterrence.
However, in the case of Nigeria, particularly during the colonial period, prisons were
founded primarily to maintain social order, harness African labor and control the
category of people deemed as problem populations such as criminals, lunatics, lepers and
dissident groups. Colonial officials did not erect prisons with the goal of reformation and
rehabilitation in mind. In the post-colonial period prisons transformed into tools used by
politically elected leaders and military administrators for repressing opposition groups.
The goal of imprisonment for the sake of reformation remains elusive in Nigeria today.
During the colonial period, prisons served as symbols and instruments of power
used by European officials to legitimize colonial ideology in Southern Nigeria. Colonial
prisons were spaces in which power was negotiated. In understanding power relations in
penal institutions, it is difficult, if not impossible, to ignore the seminal work of the
French philosopher, Michel Foucault. Patricia O’Brien stated in her study that Foucault
work continues to “be at the center of debates over the role and the meaning of the prison
system in modern society.”9 This is a true assertion. Foucault’s work continues to shape

8 Oluyemisi Adefunke Bamgbose, The Sentence, the Sentencer and the Sentenced: Towards Prison Reform
In Nigeria: An Inaugural Lecture 2009/2010 (Ibadan: University of Ibadan, 2010), 33.
9 Patricia O’Brien, The Promise of Punishment: Prisons in Nineteenth Century France (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1982), 7.
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the way scholars analyze and write about institutional confinement. One of Foucault’s
many contributions involves his revision and re-interpretation of the Marxist approach to
power and domination. Marxist scholars argue that the state uses its apparatuses such as
police, courts and prisons as a means of ensuring class oppression on one hand, and as a
strategy for maintaining the political and economic interests of the dominant class
(bourgeoisie) on the other hand. Foucault extended this argument by showing that power
is much more complicated and operates in other forms. Instead of looking at power in
terms of the relationship between different classes in a society, he talked about capillary
power “the point where power reaches into the very grain of individuals touches their
bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning process
and everyday lives.”10
Foucault’s seminal work titled, Discipline and Punish, examines the
transformation from one form of punishment to another in the Western world,
particularly in Europe and America between 1750 and 1840. In the mid eighteenth
century, as Foucault explained, the monarchy and the state punished offenders by means
of public spectacle and the scaffold. This form of punishment sought to inflict pain on the
body of criminals. Punishment was highly theatrical. It involved the use of sulfur to melt
the body of the offender and the use of horses for the decapitation of the limbs and flesh
of the criminal. Foucault noted that this “gloomy festival of punishment” was replaced by
penal confinement in the nineteenth century. This new form of punishment that
10 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York:
Random House Publishers, 1980), 39. David Arnold, “The Colonial Prison: Power, Knowledge and
Penology in 19th century India,” in A Subaltern Studies Reader, 1986-1995, ed. Ranajit Guha (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 141-143.
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developed during the modern era de-emphasized the body as the major target of
repression.11
Foucault provided a historical perspective on the development of prisons in
Western societies but his overriding goal was to use the prison as an illustrative
mechanism for explaining and identifying the wider structure of power relations in
modern societies. In an interesting study, David Garland argued that Foucault
investigated the “emergence of the prison in the early nineteenth century as a means of
exploring the much wider theme of how domination is achieved and individuals are
socially constructed.”12 Foucault’s work depicted the prison as an instrument of
disciplinary (capillary) power that targets the soul instead of the body. This form of
power as it is expressed in the penal space “acts in depth on the heart, the thought, the
will, the inclination”13 of the prisoner through subtle, regularized and regimented forms
of control.
In his study, Foucault made a connection between the new form of punishment
and knowledge. He argued that the new form of power enacted in the modern period
works by producing knowledge about human behavior and personality. Unlike during the
ancien regime, when a magistrate investigated a criminal case and then accorded
punishment to the offender, in the modern era a different approach was adopted. The new
procedure involved the judge punishing an offender based on the suggestion and opinion

11 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Random House, 2012), 8.
12 David Garland, Foucault’s “Discipline and punish” – An Exposition and Critique, American Bar
Foundation Research Journal, 11 (1986): 848.
13 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 16.
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of professionals in the field of medical, social and behavioral sciences including
sociologists, psychologists, medical doctors, criminologists and psychiatrists. All of these
professionals work in tandem with the instruments of law to construct knowledge about
an offender and research on his family, social background and motive for committing
crime. Furthermore, these professionals generate discourse that works in a way in which
individuals within a society are monitored and controlled.
The Foucauldian analytical framework, although original and novel, does not
apply to the colonial context. It does not talk about the development of prisons in the
colonial world nor does it address how the institution enhanced the colonial project. In
his book, Discipline and Punish, Foucault talked at length about the panopticon, a distinct
and perhaps the most important penal edifice to emerge in Europe. Built by Jeremy
Bentham in 1791, the penal edifice was structured in a way that enforced disciplinary
power. Through several techniques such as surveillance, timetable and regimented
routine, the edifice aimed to “induce in each prisoner a state of conscious and permanent
visibility that allows for the automatic functioning of power.”14 The structure of the
building included a watch tower where guards and warders monitored and regulated
prisoners’ activities. Another interesting feature of the building is that it was built in such
a way that prisoners could not see the guards watching their every move. This form of
disciplinary architecture described by Foucault did not emerge in Southern Nigeria as
well as in other British colonies in West Africa.

14 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 201.

11

In describing the Panopticon, Foucault stated that the edifice expressed the
principle of individual partitioning. The edifice contained numerous individual cells for
the confinement of prisoners. Each prisoner was routinely monitored at the watch tower
and all forms of communication between prisoners were discouraged. The only
legitimate and audible form of communication came from the watch tower through a pipe
to each prison cell. Again, this form of regimented discipline that emphasized the
principles of isolation and individualization did not emerge in Southern Nigeria. Instead
of being allocated individual cells, prisoners were lumped or housed together in crude
and unpartitioned communal cells. This argument has been well expressed in Meghan
Vaughan’s study on the history of psychiatry in Africa. She argued that “in contrast to the
developments described by Foucault, in colonial Africa group classification was a far
more important construction than individualization.”15 She added that institutional
practices in the colonies followed a pattern in which “Africans were conceptualized, first
and foremost, as members of groups (usually but not always defined in ethnic terms) and
it was this group rather than individuals, who were said to possess distinctive
psychologies and bodies.”16
In his work, Foucault made it clear that penal reformers played a huge role in
defining the purpose of the prison in Western societies in the nineteenth century.
Reformers called for the abolition of physical punishment such as flogging and caning.
More importantly, they envisioned the prison as a site of correction and education, a
15 Meghan Vaughan, Curing Their Ills: Colonial Power and African Illness (California: Stanford
University Press, 1991), 11.
16 Ibid.
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place where offenders could be transformed into respectable and hard-working citizens.
This Foucauldian argument is difficult to apply to the colonial context. In Southern
Nigeria, for instance, European colonizers and administrators such as Frederick Lugard
endorsed flogging and other forms of corporal punishment. Colonial officials endorsed
the use of corporal punishment based on the rationale that coercive force was needed for
turning Africans into civilized people. The idea of the prison as a therapeutic device was
not taken seriously by officials in the colonies. The reformative impulses that brought
about significant penal changes in the Western world did not manifest in the colonial
context.
In an interesting study, Florence Bernault surmised that the concept of the
carceral archipelago described in Foucault’s study did not emerge in the colonial context.
In his book, Discipline and Punish, Foucault argued that the disciplinary technique
adopted in the Panopticon was replicated in other institutions of modern period such as
schools, hospitals, mental homes, military barracks, labor camps and hospitals. Florence
Bernault argued in her study of prisons in colonial Africa that “no overarching carceral
archipelago” emerged in the colonies. European colonizers tested a range of techniques
of confinement in the colonies such as hospital wards, industrial work camps and home
for delinquent children but these devices “proved limited in medical scope and
disciplinary ambition.”17 Bernault added that Foucault’s analysis does not cover the

17 Florence Bernault, “The Politics of Enclosure in Colonial and Post-Colonial Africa,” in the History of
Prison and Confinement in Africa: A Social History of Africa, ed. Florence Bernault (Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann, 2003), 3. Florence Bernault, “The Shadow of Colonial Rule: Colonial Rule and Modern
Punishment in Africa,” in Cultures of Confinement: A History of Prison in Africa, Asia and Latin America
ed. Frank Dikotter and Ian Brown (New York: Cornell University Press, 2007), 55.
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economic role prisons served during the colonial period in Africa. Colonial authorities
made use of prison labor extensively and imprisoned colonial subjects were hardly
remunerated for their labor.
Foucault claimed in his work that penal institutions adopted several disciplinary
techniques including corrective training, surveillance, specialized knowledge, separation
and classification that aim at producing obedient and “docile bodies.”18 A number of
scholars have criticized Foucault for depicting power as a monolithic and highly
centralized force. David Garland stated that the Foucauldian analysis results in
“An approach to imprisonment which conceives it
exclusively as a form of control, and a very effective one
at that, thereby neglecting aspects of the prison which are
counterproductive in these terms, or else are simply
geared to other ends, such as punitiveness. It offers a
history which is similarly limited – relating penal
institutions to strategies of control and classification but
neglecting to show these institutions have been shaped by
changing forms of mentality, sensibility and culture.”19
In addition, Garland criticized Foucault for marginalizing the voices and agency
of prisoners. The book, Discipline and Punish does approach the concept of power from
the perspective of prisoners. Also, it does not discuss how prisoners responded to the
prison system that developed in Western societies.20Garland stated:
“by studying more closely the nature of resistance,
Foucault would have done something to balance his
account of power ….in particular, he might have been led
to describe the operation of power upon individuals as
18 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 136.
19 Garland, “Foucault’s Discipline and Punish,” 849.
20 Mary Bosworth, Engendering Resistance: Agency and Power in Women’s Prisons (Vermont: Ashgate
Publishing Company, 1999), 17.
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being less of an “automatic process” and more of a matter
of micro-political conflict in which the individual subject
may draw upon alternative sources of power and
subjectivity to resist that imposition by the institution.”21
Borrowing from the Foucauldian framework of analysis, sociologist Erving
Goffman described prisons as total institutions, a place “of residence and work where a
large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an
appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed formally administered round of
life.”22 Total institutions operate as highly regimented sites where prisoners often lose
their agency and sense of self. Goffman’s thesis is difficult to apply to the colonial
context not only because the author approached the history of institutions from the
perspectives of the authorities but also because his account does not include the agency of
prisoners. In Southern Nigeria, ordinary prisoners reacted strongly to the carceral element
of colonialism by organizing riots and revolts.
In his book, Domination and Arts of Resistance, James Scott challenged scholars
to explore the ways in which the subordinate groups undermine authority through acts of
resistance including but not limited to revolts, protests, riots and open protests.23 He
added that resistance went beyond open acts of resistance; there were also various forms
of quiet but massive patterns of evasion. This study borrows from the work of Scott to

21 David Garland, Punishment and Modern Society: A Study in Social Theory (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2012), 173.
22 Erving Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1961), xiii.
23 James Scott, Domination and Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (Connecticut: Yale University
Press, 2008), 27.
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reconstruct the ways in which imprisoned colonial subjects in Southern Nigeria resisted
penal authorities.
In order to transcend the binary mode of analysis, that is the paradigm of
resistance and domination, this dissertation reconstructs the sub culture that developed in
prisons established in Southern Nigeria. It looks not only at how prisoners resisted
domination in prison but how they coped and adjusted to imprisonment. To achieve this
aim, the study draws explanatory models from the works of scholars who have written
extensively on prison sub-cultures. There are basically two theories used to explain
prison sub-cultures. The first, the deprivation model, developed by sociologists such as
Sykes and Clemmer,24 argue that the structure of prison organization produces an
oppositional inmate sub-culture. A prison sub-culture emerges as prisoners’ reaction to
conditions of confinement that are imposed by penal officials. The second model, known
as the importation model, was developed by John Irwin and Donald Cressey.25 These
scholars contend that other influences such as age, class, and social background affect the
way in which prisoners adjust to imprisonment.26 This study does not privilege one
theory to the neglect of the other. It borrows from both analytical models for
reconstructing the ways prisoners reacted to and coped with penal confinement during the
colonial period.

24 Gresham Sykes, The Society of Captives: A Study of Maximum Security Prison (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 2007). Doland Clemmer, The Prison Community (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1958).
25 John Irwing and Donald Cressey, “Thieves, Convicts and the Inmate Culture,” Social Problems 10
(1962): 142-155.
26 Thomas Charles Wellington, Prison Organization and Inmate Subcultures (Indiana: The Bobbs-Merill
Company, 1977), 47-52.
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Taken as a whole, this dissertation looks at data related to the historical
development of the colonial prison system in southern Nigeria from different theoretical
perspectives. The goal is not to impose or simply blindly accept all lines of thought
generated by Western theorists. The central objective is to challenge and determine
assumptions from different fields of study including sociology, criminology, law penalty
studies and anthropology that apply and speak directly to an African context. The study
provides a much needed interdisciplinary approach for understanding Nigeria’s past.

Relevant Literature
Available literature on the prison system in Nigeria can be divided into four
categories. The first category comprises of scholarly works written by scholars in the
fields of social science and law. The second category comprise of books published by
advocacy groups with the intent to expose the dysfunctional state of the prison system,
advocate for the reform of penal legislations and defend the rights of prisoners, especially
those detained without charge or fair representation before the court of law. The third
category includes the personal testimonies/memoirs of political detainees, journalists,
politicians, writers and human right activists who at one time or the other were confined
in prison. The fourth category comprise of historical literatures.
Since the 1960s, the study of Nigerian prisons has lingered mainly in the domain
of scholars in the fields of law and the social science. In 1968, Taslim Olawale Elias, a
lawyer and scholar, who later became an Attorney General, organized a conference at the
University of Lagos on the Nigerian prison system. The conference, which lasted for a
17

week, brought together prison officials, law makers, lawyers and scholars drawn from
different parts of the country. The proceedings of the conference, which was later
published in a book form, can be regarded as the first major scholarly work on prisons in
Nigeria. The book examined the nature of prison administration in Nigeria and offered
information on some of the challenges that hampered the development of the prison
system in the years following independence from colonial rule.27
About the time when Elias’s study went into print, another lawyer and researcher,
Alan Milner concluded his study on the Nigerian prison system. The volume titled, The
Nigerian Penal System28 approached the development of the prison system from a
legalistic point of view. It raised debates on the following themes: prison riots, treatment
of mentally ill offenders, treatment of juveniles and female offenders, prison labor and
policies guiding prison administration in Nigeria. Like Elias, Milner focused on the
operation of the prison system in the post-colonial period.
From the 1980s, scholars in the field of sociology and criminology began to
expand the literature on the Nigerian prison system through their research and published
studies. Etannibi Alemika, a sociologist, reported on the problem of recidivism in Nigeria
in the 1980s. Based on data collected from prisoners and penal officials in the Jos convict
prison situated in Northern Nigeria, Alemika argued that Nigeria’s poor penological
policies, harsh legislations and hostile social environment prevents discharged prisoners

27 Taslim Olawale Elias, The Prison System in Nigeria: The National Conference on the Prison System,
July 1-5 1968 (Lagos: University of Lagos Library, 1968).
28 Alan Milner, The Nigerian Penal System (London: Sweet & Maxwell, 1972).
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from settling down into a meaningful life of non-conformity. 29 In another interesting
study, Alemika used data collected from two prisons to show that the young, poorly
educated and the economically disadvantaged group constitute the majority of Nigeria’s
inmate population.30 Writing in the context of military rule in Nigeria, Alemika criticized
the government for paying lip service to the prison system. He argued that in spite of
official declarations made by Yakubu Gowon (the first military head of state) that
government would commit to the goal of reforming and rehabilitating offenders, nothing
was done in any meaningful way to change the organization and operation of the
Nigerian prison service. Using the Marxist approach, the author argued that the goal of
reformation can only be achieved in Nigeria when officials address the problem of social
inequality.31
The divergence between penal goals and practices in Nigeria has been well
addressed by other scholars. In an interesting article, for instance, Rotimi Adewale hinted
that Nigeria’s Third Development Plan (1975-1981) and the Fourth Development Plan
(1981-1985) included proposals which sought to facilitate the rehabilitation and
reformation of prisoners. Unfortunately, these well-meaning proposals were not
implemented for lack of funds and also due to negative public attitude toward prisoners

29 Etannibi Alemika, “Some Predictors of Recidivism: A Study of the Inmates of a Nigerian Prison,”
International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice 5 (1981): 187-195.
30 Etannibi Alemika, “Socio-economic and Criminological Attributes of Convicts in Two Nigerian
Prisons,” Journal of Criminal Justice 16 (1988): 197-206.
31 Etannibi Alemika, “The Smoke Screen, Rhetorics and Reality of Penal Incarceration in Nigeria,”
International Journal of Comparative and Criminal Justice 7 (1983):137-149.
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and the prison system.32 Thus, the goal of the Nigeria prison system from 1975 to 1985
remained geared towards the punishment, incapacitation and deprivation of offenders.
Both Alemika and Adewale have noted in their respective studies that the rate of
execution and imprisonment in Nigeria increased tremendously during the military era.
Alemika stated that between 1984 and 1990, Nigerian military leaders proscribed
draconian decrees which allowed for the use of excessive punishment such as flogging,
hanging and death by firing squad for minor crimes.33 Adewale’s study also shed light on
draconian policies created during General Murtala Mohammed’s regime to address the
problem of drug trafficking in Nigeria.34 A thread of argument that runs through the work
of these scholars is that military administrators spent time and resources in trying to cure
the symptom rather than the cause of social problems in the country. Military rulers failed
to acknowledge that their corrupt practices and stringent economic policies impoverished
Nigerians and encouraged many youths to take up crime as a profession.
Eze Chukwuemeka, a political scientist, stated in his study that during the twenty
nine years of military rule in Nigeria, prisons served as a concentration camp for
confining criminals, democrats, civil rights activists and oppositional forces. He added
that during the civilian regime, which began in 1999, some attempts were made to reform
Nigerian prisons. Olusegun Obasanjo, the elected president, ordered the decongestion of

32 Rotimi Adewale, “Prison Administration in Nigeria,” International Journal of Comparative and Applied
Criminal Justice 6 (1982): 73-83. Rotimi Adewale, “Penal Policy, the Public and Implications for Prison
Administration in Nigeria, Federal Probation 47 (1983)” 62-71.
33 Etannibi Alemika, “Trends and Conditions of Imprisonment in Nigeria,” International Journal of
Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 37 (1993): 147-162.
34 Rotimi Adewale, “Drug Trafficking and Penal Policy in Nigeria,” International Journal of Comparative
and Applied Criminal Justice 22 (1998): 311-327.
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prisons. This effort resulted in the release of 1,403 awaiting trial prisoners, 380 juveniles
and 254 condemned prisoners. On July 3, 2000, Obasanjo granted Nigerian prisons
administrative autonomy and directed the Nigerian police force to hand over the function
of all court escorts to the prison department. In addition, Obasanjo reviewed the salary
scale of prison staffs, introduced after care programs for discharged prisoners and
provided new vehicles for the prisons department. Eze argued in his study, however, that
Obasanjo’s penal reforms did not bring about any significant change in Nigerian prisons.
According to him, the reforms failed to alleviate the condition of inmates in Nigerian
prisons.35 The whole reform program, he added, “was purely an exercise to legitimize the
new civilian regime as against the past military dictatorships, and to satisfy the interest of
strong party supporters whose relations of friends were held in prison.”36 Obasanjo’s
prison reforms centered on administrative and logistic convenience and completely
disregarded the need to implement structural changes, improve inmate conditions and
comply with International penal standards.
A number of criminological and sociological works show that there is an
overwhelming preference for prison sentence as punishment for crime in Nigeria. This
practice, according to Alemika and Best, result in prison congestion and overcrowding.
Nigerian judges deny bail to many awaiting trial prisoners and show a huge preference
for pre-trial detention. Unfortunately, many awaiting trial prisoners end up spending
several months and even years in prisons due to court congestion and failure on the part
35 Eze Malachy Chukwuemeka, “Institutional Reforms and Prison Development in Nigeria, 1999-2005,”
Journal of African Studies and Development 2 (2010): 114-121.
36 Ibid, 119.
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of the police force to conduct investigations.37 In their collaborative study, Alemika and
Best called for the use of alternative sentences to imprisonment such as reparation and
restitution. They argued that imprisonment should be reserved for only serious cases and
repeated criminality. In another interesting study, Patrick Igbinovia extended the range of
this argument by suggesting other alternatives to imprisonment including probation and
parole, community corrections programme, compensation and fines, discharge, bending
over, suspended sentence and partial incarceration.38
In recent years, some sociologists and criminologists have approached the study
of prisons in Nigeria from the human rights perspective. Biko Agozino, for instance,
argued in his study that the criminal justice system in Nigeria institutionally violates the
rights of women and children.39 Female offenders endure repression, inhumane
conditions and discrimination based on their gender. Their penal experience is also
complicated by patriarchal ideologies inherent in Nigerian society. While Agozino’s
study focused exclusively on special category prisoners, Jeremy Sarkin’s Human Rights
in Africa examined human right record in Nigerian prisons as well as in other West
African and Southern African countries.40 The study highlighted the role of Human
Rights organizations such as the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights, the

37 Etannibi Alemika and K. Best, “Criminal Justice Administration and Prison Management in Nigeria,” in
Security Administration and Human Rights: Prospect for Third Republic and Beyond, ed. Bala Takaya
(Jos: Center for Development Studies, 1992), 151-154.
38 Patrick Edobor Igbinovia, “The Chimera of Incarceration: Penal Institutionalization and Its Alternatives
in a Progressive Nigeria,” International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 28
(1984): 25-29.
39 Biko Agozino, “Nigerian Women in Prison: Hostages of Law” in Global Lockdown: Race, Gender and
the Prison Industrial Complex, ed. Julia Sudbury (Kentucky: Psychology Press, 2005), 195-196.
40 Jeremy Sarkin, Human Rights in African Prisons (South Africa: HRSC Press, 2004).
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European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and the Inter American Commission
on Human Rights in ensuring that African states comply with human right standards.
In addition, a few criminological texts on the Nigerian prison system draw
analytical frameworks from African theoreticians. This trend is quite noticeable in the
work of Peter Nwankwo. Nwankwo’s study titled Criminal Justice in the Pre-Colonial,
Colonial and Post Colonial Era advanced Frantz Fanon’s colonial model and his two
theories on decolonization as a basis for understanding changes in Nigeria’s penal system
during the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial period.41
It is important to state here that most of the available text written by scholars in
the fields of law and social science, with a few exceptions, tend to focus on penal
developments in Nigeria during the post-colonial period. Infact, only two criminologists,
Otu Noel and Ademola Ogunleye have attempted to cover penal developments in Nigeria
from the pre-colonial to the post-colonial period. Otu Noel’s study titled, The Social
Context of the Penal System in Nigeria,42 examined the historical development of the
penal system within the social context of the Nigerian state. Ademola Ogunleye’s study
titled, The Nigerian Prison System,43 traced the development of custodial imprisonment
in Nigeria from a historical perspective. However, like many of the works written by
political scientists, sociologists and criminologists, Noel and Ogunleye failed to integrate

41 Peter Okoro Nwankwo, “Severity of Punishment: Changes in Nigerian Law: An Application of Frantz
Fanon’s Model,” PhD diss., The Florida State University, 1995). Peter Nwankwo, Criminal Justice in the
Pre-Colonial, Colonial and Post-Colonial Eras: An Application of the Colonial Model to Changes in the
Severity of Punishment in Nigerian Law (New York: University Press of America, 2009).
42 Otu Noel, “The Social Context of the Penal System in Nigeria,” PhD diss., The Florida State University,
1995), 4.
43 Ademola Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System (Lagos: Specific Computers Publishers, 2007).
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evidence from the colonial archives into their works. More so, their studies provide a top
down approach that ignores the agency and experience of prisoners.
The second category of literature on Nigerian prisons comprise of works written
by local non-governmental advocacy groups including religious and human rights
organizations. In Nigeria, the Civil Liberties Organization (CLO), a human rights
organization, has taken the lead role in researching and publishing on prison conditions
and the fate of prisoners. The organization was founded on October 15 1987 by two
Nigerian lawyers, in the context of military rule, with the intent to defend and promote
human rights and democracy. From its inception, the organization focused on the plight
of awaiting trial prisoners and detainees in Nigerian prisons. In 1989, as part of its
campaign for human rights, the organization put together a Prison Project research group
in order to improve public knowledge on conditions existing in Nigerian prisons on one
hand, and encourage governmental and non-governmental action on the other hand.
The prison project team conducted research and released its findings in an
investigative report titled A Report on Human Conditions in Ikoyi Prisons.44 The report
showed that penal practice in Nigeria does not meet up with the minimum standard
proscribed by the United Nation’s rules for the treatment of persons in confinement. In
addition, the report showed that prisons exist in Nigeria as an instrument used to
dehumanize and degrade offenders. More importantly, the research revealed that the
general public pays little or no attention to prisoners or what goes on behind the prison

44 Civil Liberties Organization, A Report on Human Conditions in Ikoyi Prisons, Lagos, Nigeria (Lagos:
Civil Liberties Organization, 1989).
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walls. This lack of interest results in human right violations in Nigerian prisons. The
report released by the research group brought about some significant changes. According
to Obiora Okafor, the report “heightened national consciousness about the deplorable
state of prisoners’ rights in Nigeria.”45 It led the Babaginda led military administration to
establish a committee on prison reforms. The committee, chaired by a former justice of
the Nigerian Supreme Court, recommended the closure of a number of dilapidated
prisons and the creation of new legislations to alleviate the plight of prisoners.
The Civil Liberties Organization launched a series of follow up studies in the
1990s. This time the research group visited over fifty prisons in the country to report on
human right conditions. The first report titled Behind the Wall: A Report on Prison
Conditions in Nigeria and the Nigerian Prison System46 exposed the hellish conditions
under which prisoners were confined in Nigeria. Another study titled Prisoners in the
Shadows: A Report on Women and Children in Five Nigerian Prisons47 focused
exclusively on the plight of special category prisoners including women and children.
The report revealed that the condition of female prisoners were slightly better off than
those of their male counterparts due to their small numbers. What the report does not
cover, however, is how patriarchal ideologies influenced and continues to influence the
way women are treated in Nigerian prisons. All the reports published by the Civil

45 Obiora Okafor, Legitimizing Human Rights NGOs: Lessons from Nigeria (New Jersey: Africa World
Press, 2006), 90.
46 Anselm Odinkalu and Ehonwa Osaze, Behind the Wall: A Report on Prison Conditions in Nigeria and
the Penal System (Lagos: Civil Liberties Organization, 1991).
47 Ehonwa Osaze, Prisoners in the Shadows: A Report on Women and Children in Five Nigerian Prisons
(Lagos: Civil Liberties Organization, 1991).
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Liberties Organization show that living conditions in Nigerian prisons fall below the
standards approved by the United Nations.
The book titled Colonial Systems of Control: Criminal Justice in Nigeria48 is by
far the greatest contribution of the Civil Liberties Organization to the study of prisons in
Nigeria. The volume, which includes articles from scholars, human right activists and
prisoners, was edited by Viviane Saleh Hannah as proceedings of the Tenth International
Conference on Penal Abolition which was held in Lagos in August 2002. The study
addressed the macro level social, political and legal context in which Nigerian prisons
operate. It advocated for the revitalization of traditional models of justice based on
African cultural principles and penal abolitionism. Furthermore, the study called into
question the relevance of the prison system in Nigeria and supported the campaign for the
abolition of the death penalty and systemized culture of violence.
Apart from the Civil Liberties Organization, another organization known as the
Prisoners’ Rehabilitation and Welfare Action (PRAWA) has also contributed immensely
to the literature of Nigerian prisons. In the early 1990s, the organization published a book
which focused on the problem of prison congestion in Nigeria.49 In addition, the
organization expanded the frontiers of research by exploring the conditions of Nigerians
in foreign prisons, especially in countries including Great Britain, United States of
America, Thailand, Italy, Germany, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, South Africa and Dubai. The

48 Viviane Saleh-Hannah, Colonial Systems of Control: Criminal Justice in Nigeria (Ontario: Ottawa
University Press, 2008).
49 Prisoners Rehabilitation and Welfare Action, Overcrowding in Nigerian Prisons (Enugu: Prawa, 1999).
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study titled Protecting the Rights of Nigerian Citizens in Foreign Jails50 revealed that
government officials in Nigeria show a lack of commitment to the plight of citizens in
foreign prisons. In 2001, the organization commissioned another study in collaboration
with the Department for International Development in Great Britain with the intent to
evaluate human right conditions and advocate for penal reforms in Nigeria.51
Like human rights organizations, such as CLO and PRAWA, a number of
religious organizations have also contributed their quota to the literature on Nigerian
prisons. The Nigerian Congress of Catholic Prisons Pastoral Care, a branch of the
International Commission of Catholic Prison Pastoral Care, published a study titled
Nigerian Prisons: Hell Above Ground52 with the intent to call for the reformation of
repressive penal codes in Nigeria. The study focused on the condition of awaiting trial
prisoners and also highlighted the different ways the Nigerian Congress of Catholic
Prisons Pastoral Care has contributed to the welfare of inmates in Nigerian prisons.
The third category of literature on Nigerian prisons include accounts written by
nationalists, political detainees, human right activists and journalists who were
imprisoned, at one time or the other, either for their political stance or for opposing the
government. This body of work can be referred to as the Nigerian prison literature.
Scholars are yet to critically examine and treat Nigerian prison literature as a genre.

50 Prisoners Rehabilitation and Welfare Action, Protecting the Rights of Nigerian Citizens in Foreign Jails
(Enugu: Prawa, 1999).
51 Department for International Development and Prawa, Nigerian Prison Service and Penal Reform in
Nigeria: A Synthesis Study for the Safety, Security and Access to Justice Programme for the Department of
International Development (Enugu: Prawa, 2001).
52 Obiora Ike, Nigerian Prisons Hell Above Ground: Ten Years of Nigerians Congress of Catholic Prisons
Pastoral Care Reflection and Action, 1994-2004 (Enugu: CIDJAP Publications, 2005).
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Interestingly, many of these works offer a lens for understanding political issues in
Nigeria at different historical periods. More importantly, they serve as an important
source for understanding the inner workings of the penal system and prison sub-culture.
Anthony Enahoro’s autobiography titled Fugitive Offender: The Story of a
Political Prisoner53 provides scholars with relevant information on the nature of prison
administration and the crude conditions under which different categories of prisoners
were imprisoned during the colonial period. Enahoro was incarcerated three times by the
colonial government for writing and making public speeches that incited Nigerians
against colonial rule. In his prison writing, he commented on several aspects of the prison
system including the following: agency of prisoners, the conditions of warders, racial
discrimination and corporal punishment. Enahoro’s account is particularly significant
because he was imprisoned at a time when penal reform programs were initiated by
senior European officials in the prison department. His account revealed that policies
hardly translated into practice in colonial prisons.
In addition, Enahoro’s account is a testament to the fact that Nigerian prisons
transformed into sites used for detaining political opponents and dissident groups in the
post-colonial era. The Tafawa Balewa led post-independence government, as Enahoro’s
account revealed, used prisons as a repressive tool for silencing members of the
opposition movement, particularly members of the Action Group led by Chief Obafemi

53 Anthony Enahoro, Fugitive Offender (London: Cassell & Company Limited, 1965).
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Awolowo. 54Enahoro was an active member of the opposition group. He was tried
alongside other politicians such as Lateef Jakande, J.S Olawoyin, Alfred Tarka, Michael
Onisade and Bisi Onabanjo for allegedly attempting to overthrow the government and for
the unlawful importation of dangerous weapons and ammunitions into the country.
Enahoro’s arrest was a unique legal case mainly because of the attempt on the part of the
Federal government to extradite him from the United Kingdom. Enahoro spent many
months in Brixton prison in London before he was eventually extradited to Nigeria.
One of the more interesting prison accounts that provide information on the
culture of penal confinement in Nigeria during the colonial period was written by Chike
Agbu, a journalist who was imprisoned in the mid 1950s for publishing a seditious article
in the West African Pilot. The article scandalized and lowered the authority of a Supreme
Court judge. In his prison memoir titled I am Ex- Prisoner,55 Agbu detailed his
experience while serving his six months sentence in Broad Street Prison. His account is
interesting because it explored the social world of prisoners. It showed the different
strategies adopted by prisoners to cope with incarceration. Some prisoners, as the book
described, pilfered prison materials, broke prison rules, fought with penal officials,
colluded with sympathetic warders and even organized riots. In addition, Agbu’s account
is important because it showed that many of the problems that plagued the prison system
during the colonial period such as overcrowding, poor medical facility and inadequate
54 Chief Obafemi Awolowo described the political events that led to the arrest and trials of members of the
opposition party in his autobiography. His account provides a lens for understanding the conditions under
which political detainees were imprisoned in the years following the end of colonial rule. For more details
see Obafemi Awolowo, My March through Prison: Adventures in Power (Lagos: Macmillan Publishers,
1985).
55 Chike Agbu, I am Ex-Prisoner (Lagos: West African Pilot, 1958).
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infrastructure continued unabated in the post-colonial era. Nigerian leaders failed to
upgrade the standard of the prison system.
Two prison memoirs have been very useful for reconstructing the culture of penal
confinement in Nigeria in the mid 1960s to the 1970s. In particular, these works have
shed enormous light on the culture of violence that reigned in Nigerian prisons during the
Nigerian-Biafran War. Samuel Umweni’s account titled 888 Days in Biafra56 showed that
Biafran forces under the leadership of Odumegwu Ojukwu detained many pro-federalist
politicians in prisons and transit camps. Many of these detainees were subjected to severe
beatings, incarcerated under harsh and inhumane conditions and even shot dead or buried
alive by Biafran soldiers. Wole Soyinka showed in his popular and widely read prison
memoir titled The Man Died: Prison Notes of Wole Soyinka57 that the use of prisons as a
site for torture and repression was not peculiar only to Biafran forces; the Federal
Military government under the leadership of Yakubu Gowon also adopted the same tactic
to silence oppositional forces and pro-Biafran groups.
Military administrators that ruled Nigeria from 1966 to 1999 enacted draconian
penal codes and legislations that ensured that Nigerian prisons continued to function as
repressive institutions. Prisons were also used as instruments for silencing oppositional
forces, especially politicians who called for the termination of military rule. Alex
Ekwueme recalled in his prison memoir titled From State House to Kirikiri58 that
retroactive penal legislations enacted during the Buhari/Idiagbon military regime (1983 to
56 Samuel Enadeghe Umweni, 888 Days in Biafra (Nebraska: iUniverse, 2007).
57 Wole Soyinka, The Man Died: Prison Notes of Wole Soyinka (New York: Harper & Row, 1972).
58 Alex Ekwueme, From State House to Kirikiri (Enugu: Nwamife Publishers Limited, 2002).
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1985) was directed at politicians, especially those who served as ministers, governors and
commissioners under the short lived Second Republic (1979-1983) under the leadership
of Shehu Shagari.59 After detaining politicians in prisons, Buhari then enacted several
penal codes that targeted criminals, particularly kidnappers, armed robbers and cocaine
peddlers. Ekwueme who served as Vice President during the Second Republic was
confined in prison for a year and eighteen months for allegedly stealing and embezzling
government funds.
Bola Ige also captured the culture of violence that held sway in prisons and other
social institutions during the Buhari/Idiagbon regime in his autobiography/prison memoir
titled Detainee’s Diary.60 Ige who served as the governor of Oyo state during the Second
Republic was detained alongside other politicians including Adekunle Ajasin, Victor
Olunloyo and S.M Afolabi by the military government. He was later released by Buhari’s
successor, General Ibrahim Babaginda. Ige’s account offered information on repressive
strategies used by the military force but also on the condition of awaiting trial prisoners.
In his prison memoir, A Month and a Day: A Detention Diary,61 Ken Saro Wiwa
showed that General Ibrahim Babaginda followed the footsteps of his successor. He also
used the prison as a den for confining dissident groups and activists. Ken Saro Wiwa was
imprisoned for his activism, particularly for demanding for the rights of the Ogoni

59 During Shehu Shagari’s regime, Ogbuku-Otu, an environmental and human right activist was detained
for attempting to overthrow the government. He detailed his penal experience in his prison memoir. Igbuku
Otu, Kill Them Young: Prison Notes of Igbuku-Otu (Lagos: African Network International Commission,
1989).
60 Bola Ige, Detainee’s Diary (Ibadan: NPS Educational, 1992).
61 Ken Saro Wiwa, A Month and a Day: A Detention Diary (New York: Penguin Books, 1995).
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people, an ethnic group whose homeland, Ogoni-land, in the Niger Delta had suffered
extreme environmental degradation as a result of the extracting activities of multinational
petroleum companies, especially the Royal Dutch Shell Company. Wiwa’s memoir
focused on the events that led to his arrest and his experience in detention. More
importantly, his memoir provided an important lens for understanding the social world of
prisoners and warders. Wiwa was later hanged on November 10 1995 along with eight
other Ogoni Human rights and Environmental activists by the military government of
General Sani Abacha.62
Majority of Nigerian prison writings emerged in the years following the death of
the most brutal military dictator, General Sani Abacha. Many of the politicians,
journalists and activists imprisoned during Abacha’s regime wrote about their penal
experience. Abacha ruled Nigeria with an iron fist from November 17, 1993 to June 8
1998. He terrorized citizens and imprisoned those who opposed his authority including
journalists, writers, human right activists, ex-military rulers and labor leaders. Some of
the leading prison narratives reflecting on these tumultuous years in Nigerian history
include the following: Ebenezer Babatope’s Inside Kirikiri: Prison Memoirs of a
Politician,63 Chris Anyanwu’s The Days of Terror: A Journalist’s Eye Witness Account

62 For more information on Ken Saro Wiwa’s life and his activism, see Onookome Okome, Before I am
Hanged: Ken Saro Wiwa, Literature, Politics and Dissent (New Jersey: Africa World Press, 2000). Ken
Wiwa, In the Shadow of a Saint (London: Doubleday, 2000).
63 Ebenezer Babatope, Inside Kirikiri: Prison Memoirs of a Politician (Enugu: Fourth Dimension
Publishing Company, 1989).
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of Nigeria in the Hands of Its Worst Tyrant,64 Ayo Opadokun’s Freedom Jail, 65 Kunle
Ajibade’s Jailed for Life66 and Tunji Abayomi’s Cell 26.67
A number of interesting themes run through all these narratives. First, they reveal
that Abacha staged managed a coup and then framed many political leaders. Politicians
who were implicated by Abacha’s stooges were confined in prisons and in several
detention centers for many months without trial. Second, these prison literatures reveal
that the Abacha led regime set up intelligence agencies in a bid to eliminate his political
enemies including journalists, activists and writers. Third, these literatures reveal the state
of Nigerian prisons during the military era. Most of the writers described the deplorable
state of prisons in which they were confined and tortured. Kunle Ajibade referred to the
prison in which he was incarcerated for three years as “a tomb of the living dead” and a
“house of horror.”68 Chris Anyanwu referred to KiriKiri Women prison, in her prison
memoir as “a house of torment.”69
Compared to the former categories, historical literatures on the Nigerian prison
system are rare. Infact, only one historian to date has explored the Nigerian prison system

64 Chris Anyanwu, The Days of Terror: A Journalist’s Eye Witness Account of Nigeria in the Hands of Its
Worst Tyrant (Abuja: Spectrum Books Limited, 2002). For additional information see, Charles Dunton,
“The Days of Terror: Strategies of Representation in Nigerian Prison Writing,” English in Africa 32(2005):
113-125.
65 Ayo Opadokun, Freedom Jail: The Traumatic Experience of Ayo Opadokun (Lagos: Bonafideo Nigeria
Limited, 2001).
66 Kunle Ajibade, Jailed for Life: A Reporter’s Prison Notes (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books,
2003).
67 Tunji Abayomi, Cell 26: Detention Memoir of a Political Detainee (Lagos: Envoy Publishing House,
1991).
68 Kunle Ajibade, Jailed for Life: A Reporter’s Prison Notes, 86.
69 Chris Anyanwu, The Days of Terror: A Journalist’s Eye Witness Account of Nigeria in the Hands of Its
Worst Tyrant, 91.
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from a historical perspective. In 1968, Bolanle Awe presented a paper on the history of
the Nigerian prison system. Her paper was published in Taslim Elias’ volume on the
prison system in Nigeria.70 Since this publication, historians have largely ignored the
prison system. While the history of the prison system is still in its infancy in Nigeria,
historians in South Africa and East Africa have produced an enviable body of work on
the subject. In recent years, the University of Cheikh Anta Diop in Dakar, Senegal and
the University of Wisconsin at Madison have become identified as the two main
academic centers in which attempts have been made to institutionalize and situate the
study of African prisons.71 This dissertation aims at beginning a paradigm shift in
Nigerian historiography by tracing the history of prisons in Southern Nigeria. It is hoped
that local historians will consider some of the themes raised in this study and generate
more knowledge on the history of the prison system and on the social experiences of
prisoners.

Sources and Methodology
In historicizing the emergence and development of the prison system in Southern
Nigeria, this study relied on four kinds of sources including archival materials, historical
newspapers, prisoners’ letters and prison memoirs. The most important archival materials

70 Bolanle Awe, “The History of the Prison System in Nigeria,” in The Prison System in Nigeria: Papers
Submitted at the National Conference on Prison System, July 1-5. 1968 ed. Taslim Olawale Elias (Lagos:
University of Lagos Press, 1968).
71 Florence Bernault, a historian in the University of Wisconsin at Madison has produced several works on
the historical development of prisons in French West Africa. Ibrahima Thioub, a social historian at the
Universite Cheikh Anta Diop in Senegal, has written and produced interesting studies on the history of the
prison system in Senegal.
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used in this study are those available at Nigerian National Archive located in Ibadan. The
Nigerian National Archive contain stacks of official documentary material including
provisional records of the Lagos Colony and Protectorate of Lagos and divisional papers
on different geographical areas in Southern Nigeria and papers from several government
departments including the prison department. The papers of the old Nigerian Secretariat,
also known as CSO papers, proved to be the most useful of all these historical
documents. The CSO holdings contain several files and important documents on the
colonial prison system including administrative records, inspection notes, enquiry notes,
annual reports and prison department estimates.
This study also made use of the holdings of the Center for Research Libraries
located in Chicago which contains official papers and annual reports. In addition, this
study made use of papers from the British National Archives at Kew in the United
Kingdom. The British National archive contains relevant files on the 1952 Lagos Prison
Revolt. Other documents used for this study include papers at the Africana Research
Library at Obafemi Awolowo University located in Ile-Ife, Nigeria and the Kenneth Dike
Library at Ibadan.
This study also drew evidence from several newspapers. Newspapers are great
for understanding public debate on the colonial prison system. In addition, they are useful
for understanding the social world and agency of prisoners. Nationalist newspapers such
as the West African Pilot and the Daily Comet offered interesting information on the
condition of prisoners within prison walls, prison escapes, court proceedings, warders’
association and the activities of European officials. Evidence from newspapers provides
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non-official view useful for complementing archival documents. Prison memoirs written
by journalists, political detainees and nationalists also served as a useful source not only
for reconstructing the history of Nigerian prisons but for understanding the activities of
prisoners whose lives were affected by these institutions.
This study follows a methodological approach that looks at the development of
the prison system from the official point of view, but also from the perspective of the
subaltern, particularly ordinary criminals and prisoners. To reconstruct the experiences of
prisoners during the colonial period, this study relies on the letters written by prisoners
themselves. Prisoners wrote letters to the press and to their relatives. They also wrote to
colonial officials seeking for a reduction or termination of their prison sentences.

Overview of Chapters
The following are three of the most important questions this study aims to answer:
when did prisons emerge in Southern Nigeria? what purpose did prisons serve during the
colonial period ? how did imprisoned colonial subjects respond to the carceral element of
colonialism? In answering these questions, this study combines a chronological and a
thematic approach. The first five chapters follow a chronological sequence that begins in
the period before colonial rule to 1955. Chapter one, “Crime, Customary Law and Penal
Code in Pre-colonial Southern Nigeria,” establishes the link between customary law and
the different methods used for the treatment of crime in pre-colonial Southern Nigerian
states. More importantly, it seeks to ascertain whether or not penal institutions existed in
pre-colonial Southern Nigeria states before the colonial era. The chapter also analyzes
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how the Atlantic Slave Trade encouraged the rise of new forms of carceral techniques in
different parts of Southern Nigeria, especially along the trade routes and coastal areas.
Chapter Two, “The Birth of the Prison in Southern Nigeria, 1860-1912,”
historicizes the emergence of the colonial prison system in three different areas controlled
by British agents in Southern Nigeria from 1860 to 1912. The chapter examines the
character, function and limitation of the colonial prison, and argues that prisons in
Southern Nigeria differed significantly from those that existed in Britain. The first prison
in colonial Nigeria, as the chapter shows, emerged in the colony of Lagos in 1862.
Chapter Three, “Indirect Rule and the Penal System in Southern Nigeria, 19121919,” examines the character of the prison system in Southern Nigeria during the tenure
of Frederick Lugard as Governor General of Nigeria. The chapter provides background
knowledge on the dual form of prison administration that emerged and operated in
Southern Nigeria as well as in other geographical areas in Nigeria controlled by
representatives of the British government. More so, the chapter examines how the
outbreak of the First World War affected the prison system.
Chapter Four, “The Prison System in the Years of Uneasiness, 1919-1938,”
investigates how various policy decisions made by administrators such as Hugh Clifford,
Donald Cameron, Graeme Thomson and Victor Mabb affected the culture of penal
confinement in Southern Nigeria from 1919 to the eve of the Second World War. Chapter
Five, “The Penal System in Southern Nigeria, 1939 to 1955,” examines the inner working
of the colonial penal system in Southern Nigeria from the period of the Second World
War to 1955 when nationalist intensified their campaign for decolonization. The chapter
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aims to fill some gaps in the historiography by examining two important themes: first, the
link between the nationalist press and the prison system and the penal experience of
imprisoned nationalists.
Chapter Six, “The Social World of Imprisoned Colonial subjects,” follows a
thematic approach. It explores the different ways in which imprisoned colonial subjects
responded to the carceral element of colonial rule. The chapter shows that prisoners
formed their own social world and used their agency to undermine penal authority. The
engaged in subtle forms of resistance such as feigning illness, committing suicides and
breaking prison rules. Prisoners also reacted by organizing violent revolts and riots. This
chapter also examines how prisoners adjusted to life in prison through what sociologists
refer to as prison sub-culture.
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Chapter 1: Crime, Customary Law and Penal Code in Pre-colonial
Southern Nigeria
Introduction
As the title suggests, this chapter discusses three important themes related to the
pre-colonial period. First, it explores the nature of customary laws, traditional ideas on
the concept of crime, and more importantly, procedures used for the management of
social deviancy among different groups in Southern Nigeria. Second, it raises a key
historical question: to what extent did indigenous legal system allow for the use of
imprisonment as punishment for crime? The underlining purpose is to ascertain the extent
to which pre-colonial Southern Nigerian states practiced the act of confining people in
places designated as prisons. The third section describes the different forms of
confinement borrowed, adopted and practiced by indigenous states before and during the
era of the Atlantic slave.

Customary Law in pre-colonial Southern Nigeria
African customary laws have been criticized on many grounds. One criticism
focuses on fact that African indigenous laws were not documented. This critique was
advanced and widely circulated by colonial officials, missionaries and other agents of
imperialism. Customary law, as understood and misrepresented by these Europeans,
followed an informal approach that leaves no room for reference or cross checking. As a
result it is too loose, easily broken, susceptible to manipulation and inconsistent for the
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purpose of adjudication.72 Shrouded by personal bias and a sense of cultural superiority,
these critics scrutinized African traditional practice from a distant standpoint. The fact
that African indigenous laws and customs were largely unrecorded, however, does not
mean that they were non-functional, illegitimate, easily compromised, undemocratic or
irrelevant. 73 African laws were circulated and transmitted orally through different
mediums such as proverbs, folk songs, riddles and stories. More importantly, customary
laws were considered authoritative and accepted as binding on all members of the
community irrespective of age, status, gender or class. Each indigenous community
established precepts that ensured compliance and adherence to customary laws.
At this point, it is important to extend this narrative beyond how Europeans
misrepresented Africa and its peoples to a discussion on the nature of customary law and
penal practice among the people of Southern Nigeria. Two distinct sources provide useful
information on this subject. Apart from oral tradition, historians rely on documented
sources written by Europeans during the colonial period. Although tainted by racial
prejudice and paternalistic beliefs, the account of European missionaries, travelers and
explorers provide a lens for understanding indigenous laws. Also, the writings of amateur
historians, a collection of oral data put together during the nineteenth century, offer
interesting information on the customary practices of indigenous groups in Southern

72 Mojeed Olujinmi Alabi, Law Making in Pre-Colonial Yorubaland in The Yoruba in Transition: History,
Values and Modernity, ed. Toyin Falola and Ann Genova (Durham, North Carolina: Carolina Academic
Press, 2006), 112.
73 To avoid over-generalization, it is important to point out that some pre-colonial African states
maintained written laws long before the arrival of Europeans. Islamic communities in Northern Nigeria, for
instance, followed written Maliki laws. The cultural contact with the people of North Africa and Middle
East influenced the development of scholarship based on Islamic laws and traditions.
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Nigeria. Equally significant are the publications generated by colonial sociologists,
ethnologists and anthropologists who visited or lived in Nigeria in the twentieth
century.74
It will be wrong to assume that pre-colonial states in Nigeria functioned as a
close-knit homogenous group, possessing the same social, political, economic and
cultural features. On the contrary, historical evidence suggests that the people of Southern
Nigeria had in place different social, cultural, economic and political systems. Diversity,
to borrow the words of Janine Ubink, marked the world of these different communities. 75
There were centralized states in which political authority resided in the hands of a
monarchical king. In such states, it was difficult for ordinary people to take up political
positions as only a single family blood line was marked for the throne. In Benin
Kingdom, for instance, only heirs (descendants of a king) could be crowned as king. The
Yoruba people of Ile-Ife in the southwestern part of Nigeria operated under a rubric of a
centralized political structure. They maintained a monarchical political system in which
the king shared power only with heads of kin-groups and chiefs.
Historians have identified some of the basic features of centralized states in precolonial Africa. First, centralized states maintained a large and economically diverse
population. Second, most centralized states maintained political dominance through a
well organized military force. Third, centralized states were usually socially stratified

74 Toyin Falola and Saheed Aderinto, Nigeria, Nationalism and Writing History (Rochester: University of
Rochester Press, 2010). G.I Jones, “Social Anthropology in Nigeria during the Colonial period,” Africa:
Journal of International African Institute 44 (1974): 280-89.
75 Janine Ubink, Traditional Authorities in Africa: Resurgence in an Era of Democratization (Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press, 2008), 7.
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such that it was easy to distinguish the rich from the poor and members of the ruling class
from the rest of the population. Most pre-colonial centralized states in Africa started off,
at some point, as decentralized states but over time transformed into highly centralized
political entities.76 Not all indigenous African states, however, maintained a centralized
political system. Some indigenous groups in Africa such as the Ligoli, the Kamba, the
Tellensi and the Nuer did not develop well-defined centralized political institutions.
Certain groups within Southern Nigeria such as the Igbo, Urhobo and Ibibio did not
recognize the place of monarchical king or ruler. 77 In these communities, power was
regulated through interactions between lineages, institutions, councils and clans.78
Invariably, customary laws mirrored the kind of political and administrative
system adopted by each society. Centralized states established and maintained law and
order via recognized mechanisms. Within these states, politico-judicial bodies took on the
responsibility of regulating and enforcing local laws. For instance, the machineries for
administering justice among the Yoruba, according to Olufemi Olaoba, were not only
extensive but also multilayered. Appointed adjudicators including high ranking chiefs
and sometimes senior administrative officials handled criminal and civil cases at the
palace court.79 Justice administration, among the Yoruba, followed a hierarchical order

76 Taslim Olawale Elias, The Nature of African Customary Law (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1956), 11-13.
77 Toyin Falola and Matt Heaton, History of Nigeria (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 2122.
78 The Tiv people of the Middle Belt region in Nigeria also maintained a political system in which power
was diffused. Paul Bohannan and Laura Bohannan, The Tiv of Central Nigeria (London: International
African Institute, 1953).
79 Olufemi Bamigboye Olaoba, “The Yoruba Palace as Court of Arbitration,” in Pre-Colonial Nigeria:
Essays in Honor of Toyin Falola, ed. Akinwunmi Ogundiran (New Jersey: Africa World Press, 2005), 241-
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such that the king’s court functioned as the ultimate court of appeal. Whatever decision
was reached at this level was accepted as binding all parties.
Legal processes and judicial protocols functioned and operated differently in noncentralized states. With the absence of a central authority, legal cases were decided by
different agents of social control. At various instances, council of elders met to proscribe
law and handle critical cases. Aged members of the family addressed minor disputes and
sometimes priests of important public courts settled cases.80 Also, spiritual leaders
handled cases that involved members of the community. In non-centralized states, the
community as a whole saw to the maintenance of law and order. Each member served as
a watch dog, guarding against abuse, illegal practices and infringement of laws. Public
opinion and even gossip shaped the outcome of judicial proceedings. Information shared
between members of the community helped in ensuring conformity. No individual or
family unit wanted to be the subject of news and be looked down upon or negatively
labeled as incorrigible members of the society.81
It has already been established that customary laws and penal policies of
communities in pre-colonial Nigeria differed from one another; nonetheless, some
general similarities exist in the way these societies approached justice. Most of these
societies held the belief that justice ought to achieve two important goals. First, it should
bring an end to disputes through reconciliation and foster mutual understanding between
243. Oluyemisi Bamigbose, “Dispute Settlement under the Yoruba Culture: Lessons for the Criminal
Justice System,” in Toyin Falola and Ann Genova, ed. The Yoruba in Transition: History, Values, and
Modernity (Durham, North Carolina: Carolina Academic Press, 2006), 125-149.
80 O. Oko Elechi, Doing Justice Without the State: The Afikpo (Ehugbo) Nigeria Model (New York:
Routledge, 2006), 69.
81 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 31.
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disputants. Second, judicial decisions should ensure the preservation of social harmony,
stability and peaceful existence.82 In essence, African indigenous law sought for the
maintenance of social equilibrium and solidarity.83
Pre-colonial Southern Nigerian states also held a common perception on the
meaning of crime. In the first place, crime was perceived not as offense against the state
but as a breach of communal relationship. Thus, an individual who committed a crime
was seen as someone who threatened the ties that bind individuals, groups and the entire
community. Second, these groups construed criminal acts not only as a breach against
the community but also as an offense against supernatural forces. Most indigenous
southern Nigeria societies made the connection between crime and the supernatural.
Margaret Green, a colonial anthropologist, made this observation in her study on the Igbo
of Southern Nigeria. She noted that “in some cases erratic or anti-social behavior is held
to be the result of some circumstance in a former existence rather than the direct fault of
the individual concerned.” 84 The Igbo believed that supernatural beings held enormous
power, they could control humans and turn an individual away from or to deviancy.
African indigenous legal procedures protected and emphasized victims’ rights.
This includes the right to restitution, the right to humane treatment, the right to report
crime and seek redress and the right to air grievance before a constituted judicial body. A
victim had the right to identify a criminal before a legal body. In a situation where a

82 Leonard Kercher, The Kenya Penal System: Past, Present and Prospect (Washington: University Press
of America, 1981), 3.
83 Elias, The Nature of African Customary Law, 268.
84 Margaret Green, Ibo Village Affairs (New York: Praeger, 1964), 93.
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perpetrator of a criminal act could not be identified, appointed judges were expected to
take measures to protect the victims’ rights. They could seek counsel from supernatural
agencies such as oracle, diviners and traditional medicine practitioners. They could also
match suspects before a religious oracle to confirm guilt or innocence. After taking all
these measures and the culprit was still unknown, supernatural sanctions could then be
imposed on the unknown criminal.
Supernatural sanction varied from one society to the other. Yoruba people, for
instance, placed curses (epe) on the unknown offender or asked for vindication from the
Orisa (emissaries of god). The Ibo called on Amadioha, the god of thunder, to strike the
unidentified offender. It is important to emphasize that while restoration was sought for
the victim, it was expected that a known offender, having been made aware of his crime
and punished accordingly, be re-integrated into the community. The emphasis on
restorative justice, in many ways, helped protect the status of not only the victim but also
that of the offender.
Indigenous laws established in pre-colonial Southern Nigerian communities gave
credence to the principle of collective responsibility. An entire village could be punished
for a crime committed by one of its members. 85 Also, heads of families and immediate
relatives could be summoned before constituted authority to account for the crime
committed by a family member. It was not strange therefore that the family of an
indentified criminal sometimes took the lead in reporting inappropriate actions
perpetrated by a relative to recognized judicial authority. In the case of a repeat offender,
85 Elias, The Nature of African Customary Law, 87-88.
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a group or family held the right to expel the criminal in order to avoid being held
responsible for the culprit’s action. Most indigenous societies established certain laws to
discourage family members from helping a criminal escape from justice.
Impartiality and judicial discretion constitute some of the key components of
African customary law. Judges were appointed to protect the right of both the victim and
the offender. They were expected to facilitate a process that leads to amicable settlement
or compromise between disputants. As Radcliffe Brown pointed out, “a judge is not
regarded as having properly settled a case until all parties concerned are satisfied with the
settlement.”86 Arbitrators drawn from the community worked to achieve the goal of
reconciling the offender and the victim, and in the process, promote peaceful relations in
the society. The concepts of reconciliation, compensation and restitution guided
indigenous legal practices. These principles informed the manner with which sanctions
were administered. They also functioned primarily for the purpose of riding the society of
discord and disorder.
Customary law involved all members of the society. Among the Igbo, for
instance, decisions were reached through consensus and this process made it difficult for
a particular individual to claim exclusive power.87 In his study on African native law,
Julius Lewin showed that African law as practiced during the pre-colonial era included
all and sundry, no one was locked out of the judicial process. He wrote:

86 Radcliffe Brown, “Primitive Law” in Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences Vol. 9 ed. Edwin Seligman
and Alvin Johnson (New York: Macmillan, 1933), 204.
87 Elechi, “The Igbo Indigenous Justice System,” in Colonial System of Justice: Criminal Justice in
Nigeria, ed. Viviane Saleh-Hannah (Ottawa: Ottawa University Press, 2008), 398.
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the parties bring their witnesses and supporters and put
their case at great length. Anyone, even passing strangers,
can contribute to the discussion, ask a question or make a
suggestion to the judges. There were no rules of evidence
and nothing could be excluded on the grounds of
irrelevance.88

Punishment Procedures in Pre-Colonial Southern Nigeria
Thus far we have examined the nature of customary law among different
communities in Southern Nigeria. At this point, it is important to mention the different
forms of punishment meted out to offenders. How did pre-colonial Southern Nigerian
communities punish offenders for their crime? What methods were adopted and practiced
as punishment for social deviancy and crime? In seeking justice for the victim, some
indigenous societies instituted laws that mandated criminals to pay compensation to their
victims. The unwritten rule was for the offender to compensate the victim in such a way
that restores the victim’s status to position “just as good as” before the criminal act took
place.”89 In the case of theft, for instance, the Igarra people of Southwestern Nigeria
required the culprit to restore double equivalent of a stolen property or item.90 Unlike in
Western societies where compensation for a crime goes directly to the state or head of

88 Julius Lewin, Studies in African Native Law (South Africa: The African Bookman, 1947), 89.
89 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 43. Nwankwo, Criminal Justice in the Pre-Colonial, Colonial and
Post-Colonial Era: An Application of the Colonial Model to Changes in the Severity of Punishment in
Nigerian Law, 6.
90 Elechi, “The Igbo Indigenous Justice System,” 412.
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government, in most indigenous African states, offenders paid directly to the victim or to
the victim’s family members.91
Compensation for a crime worked in various other forms. In the case of murder,
some societies forced offenders to replace the dead victim with his or her own child.92 If
unmarried, the offender would replace the murdered victim with a close relative or slave.
Among the Kwade (Igbo), for instance, a murderer paid compensation by giving twenty
bags of cowries and a female member of his family to the victim or to the victim’s
family.93 Among the Igbo people at Ache, a young man who committed murder would be
freed from guilt and integrated back into the society only when he fulfills certain
obligations, which included giving one of his female relatives up for marriage, together
with thirty bars of iron, one goat, two chickens, and one pot of palm oil. In addition, he
was expected to participate in a lengthy purification rite at the shrine of Ala.94 Among the
Isoko, compensation for murder required that judges place the offender in the hands of
the victim’s family. In this case, punishment for the crime will be at the discretion of the
victim’s family.95
There were other ways by which a victim or a victim’s family might be
compensated. In some societies, compensation could be as simple as offering an apology,
fulfilling days of community service, exchanging food, gifts and animals. It could also be
91 Ibid, 404.
92 C. K Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe: A Study in Indirect Rule (London: Oxford
University Press, 1937), 208.
93 Oko Elechi, “The Igbo Indigenous Justice System,”160.
94 Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 211.
95 R.E Bradbury, The Benin Kingdom and the Edo-Speaking Peoples of South-Western Nigeria (London:
International African Institute, 1957), 148.
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complex and tasking. In some communities, an offender who committed assault or
inflicted bodily injury was required to pay all expenses involved in taking care of the
injured party.96 Among the Igbo, at Lopka-Uku, compensation for murder or
manslaughter involved the offender paying for all expenses accrued for burial and
purification rites. 97 This was also a common practice among the Urhobo and Isoko
people. Apart from paying for burial expenses, the offender was also expected to take
care of the deceased parents and children for a stipulated number of years. Percy Talbot
reported in his study on the Ibibio that anyone found “guilty of manslaughter was ordered
to pay the expenses of the funeral, and in some places to give the chief a present of four
hundred manilas and a goat in addition.”98
Indigenous customary practice also obligated offenders to pay fines as
punishment for crimes. This form of punishment was often reserved for first time
offenders or used for settling minor crimes such as theft and assault. Fines were either
paid to the victim, the victim’s family or the judges administering a case. In the case of
the Northern Edo and the Yoruba, judges received fines.99 According to Ajisafe, among
the Yoruba, chiefs collected fines and shared it among themselves, but if the fine was for
a damage done (as in the case of adultery) the disputant would receive the fine, but give

96 Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 212.
97 Ibid, 212.
98 Percy Amuary Talbot, Life in Southern Nigeria: The Magic, Beliefs and Customs of the Ibibio Tribe
(New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967), 216.
99 R.E Bradbury, The Benin Kingdom and the Edo-Speaking Peoples of South-Western Nigeria, 94. Daryll
Forde, The Yoruba Speaking Peoples of South-Western Nigeria (London: International African Institute,
1951), 24.
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at least some fraction of it to the head chief administering the case.100 The principle of
collective responsibility applied to the payment of fines. In certain situations, family
members could provide assistance in paying off fines. If an offender refused to make
payment before a stipulated deadline, members of his family could be held responsible
and punished for the crime.
Ostracism and outright sale into slavery featured prominently as punishment for
crime in different pre-colonial Southern Nigerian societies. Banishment was usually used
for treating cases that threatened communal existence. More importantly, it was used as a
measure for dealing with repeat offenders who refused to change for good. Usually the
incorrigible offender would be escorted outside the geographical confine of the
community and instructed never to return. Criminals purged from their societies often
committed suicide.101 Many indigenous southern Nigerian society punished crime by
outright sale into slavery. Among the Igbo, for instance, a man caught in the act of
adultery would be ordered to leave town as the slave of the Aro and the female partner
would be returned to her own people. The husband of the non-conforming bride had the
right to reclaim the bride price from his wife’s family.102 Apart from debtors and
prisoners of war, Yoruba kingdoms sold political agitators and criminals into slavery.103
Outright sale into slavery became popular as a means of punishing offenses in the

100 A.K Ajisafe, Laws and Customs of the Yoruba (Lagos: C.M.S Bookshop, 1924), 42.
101 Noel, “The Social Context of the Penal System in Nigeria,” 70.
102 Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 218.
103 Robert S. Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 96.
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nineteenth century, particularly in the era that witnessed the expansion of the Atlantic
slave economy.
Spiritual sanctions served both a deterrent and retributive purpose in indigenous
southern Nigerian societies. It was used as a measure for discouraging people from
engaging in criminal activities and for the punishment for crimes. The point has already
been made that spiritual sanctions were used in cases where the offender was unknown.
Most Nigerian societies believed in the power of gods to punish and reward. It was
believed that vindication for an offence would come directly from the deity. Thus, if a
suspect was suddenly struck by thunder or by a terminal disease, the assumption was
made that such an individual received an appropriate and well deserved punishment from
the gods. 104 Among the Igbo, the god of thunder, known as Amadi Oha, was invoked
against unknown offenders. In an interesting piece, Oladele Abiodun stated that among
the Yoruba, spiritual crimes such as killing of sacred animals, murder, unmasking
masquerade and speaking evils of elders often incurred the wrath of supernatural
forces.105
To say that Africans did not inflict bodily pain or administer corporal punishment
during the pre-colonial period will be to paint a glorified image of the African past.
However, the caveat here is that most African societies used corporal punishment as a
penal method for dealing with extremely severe cases or capital crimes that endangered

104 Major C. St Orde Brown, “British Justice and the African,” Journal of the Royal African Society, 32
(1933), 151-152.
105 Oladele Abiodun, “A Philosophical Defense of Punishment in African Traditional Legal Culture,” The
Journal of Pan African Studies, 3 (2009): 47.
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stability and peace. It was also used as a final option for dealing with recalcitrant and
confirmed deviants after all other alternate measures have been exhausted. The
application of corporal punishment differed from one society to another. Corporal
punishments such as flogging, tying, castration, emasculation, torture, public ridicule,
mutilation, trial by ordeal, and the harshest form, death, featured prominently in Southern
Nigeria during the pre-colonial era.
Indigenous legal culture of most pre-colonial Nigeria states allowed for the
flogging of offenders in the public. Through this measure, members of the community
were reminded that crime produced grave consequences and expected outcomes. Usually
flogging was used as a penal measure for settling minor disputes such as stealing and
assault. For instance, flogging was adopted as punishment for crimes such as stealing and
murder in Benin Kingdom. Mutilation featured as another form of corporal punishment.
Samuel Ajayi Crowther, in his account on the history of the Yoruba, recorded that the Osi
of Osogbo, a war lord, disfigured two of his slaves for seizing items from market traders
by way of privilege.106 In a separate study, Percy Talbot recorded that robbers at Ilesa
were mutilated, with their ears cut off, thereafter left at the gates of the city to be seen by
members of the community.107
Public ridicule also served a deterrent and retributive function in pre-colonial
southern Nigeria. This form of public spectacle was either carried out by select groups of

106 Samuel Johnson, History of the Yoruba: From Earliest Times to the Beginning of the British
Protectorate (Lagos: CSS Limited, reprinted 2001), 427.
107 Percy Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria: A Sketch of their History, Ethnology and
Languages with an Abstract of the 1921 Census Vol. 1 (London: Oxford University Press, 1926), 635.
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people within the community or by the whole community. In Northern Edo, a thief was
subjected to humiliation by the hands of his age-mates.108 In the case of the Ibibio,
anyone caught stealing was painted with charcoal and ashes, paraded naked in the village
by a jeering crowd singing abusive songs.109 C. K Meek recorded among the Igbo at Abo,
“if the thief was a woman, all the women of the group would go to her house and call on
her to come out and be spat on.” 110 He added that ridicule often drove criminals to leave
their community permanently or commit suicide. Ridicule brought great shame not only
on the offender but also on members of his family.
Death sentence, the harshest form of capital punishment, was used for punishing
incorrigible offenders, sorcerers and witches. As Viviane Saleh- Hanna explained “the
death penalty in the majority of pre-colonial African societies was used as a last resort, in
cases of extreme reoffending and danger to the community.”111 Methods used to kill these
categories of people varied from one society to the other. In some societies, a criminal
would be asked to commit suicide. This was considered a quick form of judgment and it
saved many from feeling guilty or being accused by the gods for causing the death of a
fellow human being. Among the Igbo, any person caught stealing agricultural produce or
domesticated animals, or a child, would be summoned to hang himself, failure to do so

108 R.E Bradbury, Benin Kingdom and the Edo Speaking People of South-Western Nigeria, 119.
109 Talbot, Life in Southern Nigeria, 216.
110 Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 217.
111 Vivianne Saleh, “The Tenth International Conference on Penal Abolition (ICOPA X),” in Colonial
Systems of Control: Criminal Justice in Nigeria, ed., Viviane Saleh-Hanna (Ottawa: University of Ottawa
Press, 2008), 473.
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would lead to the gods killing or punishing the culprit’s immediate relatives.112
Sometimes judges in charge of a case would allow the offender to produce a member of
his family to be hanged in his stead. 113
A death sentence could require that an offender be buried alive, burnt, tortured,
stoned to death or shot. People who committed sexual crime among the Ibo, for example,
were buried alive. Also, a father who had sexual intercourse with his own daughter faced
the punishment of execution by hanging. After such a person dies, his body would then
be placed under a palm tree to serve as warning to other members of the community.114 In
some indigenous Nigerian societies, special judicial bodies or secret societies handled the
task of executing criminals. For instance, the Ogboni, a fraternal institution among the
Yoruba, carried out the executions of criminals at night.115 Ajayi Crowther, a missionary
who wrote the history of the Yoruba, reported that the Jaguna, a prominent member of
the Ogboni fraternity handled the execution of criminals in Abeokuta.
Most African societies did not spear the wicked witch to live due to the
widespread belief that witches operated against collective conscience, sucked the blood
of their victims at night and harmed innocent people.116 E. G Parrinder, in his study on
witchcraft in Africa, contended that witches were regarded by Africans as anti-social
people who lurked in the shadows to cause harm on members of the community.117

112 Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 217.
113 Ibid, 211.
114 Green, Ibo Village Affairs, 100. Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe, 216.
115 Richard Edward Dennett, Nigerian Studies (London: Macmillan & Co, 1910), 37.
116 Daniel Offiong, “Witchcraft among the Ibibio of Nigeria,” African Studies Review, 26 (1983): 108.
117 E. G Parrinder, “African Ideas of Witchcraft,” Folklore 67 (1956): 142-150.
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Pitchard, in another study, argued that unlike sorcerers, Africans share the belief that
witches operate at a far more secretive and dangerous level. Thus they are regarded as
mystical forces that emanate evil in human form.118 Some scholars have called for the
application of a gendered approach to study of witchcraft in Africa. Maakyor Quamaye,
for instance, argued that “under common understandings of witchcraft in sub-Saharan
Africa, accused witches may be of any age or either sex, but women are certainly the
most common target of witchcraft accusations.”119
The point of emphasis here is that witches, irrespective of their age, status and gender
were subjected to harsh forms of punishment such as trials by ordeal and oath-swearing
in most indigenous southern Nigeria communities. The trial of witches was often an
elaborate public spectacle. Among the Efik, witches suspected of murder were matched
to the public square and made to drink the poison ordeal, made up of Calabar beans
(Physostigma Venenosum). The witch that vomited the poison was immediately
presumed guilty and killed.120
The difficulty of surviving trials by ordeal indicates attempt to completely
eliminate witches. Some of the tasks given to witches to prove their innocence were so
difficult to accomplish. It appears that most societies just wanted to get rid of witches by
any means possible. The Isoko people threw witches in the middle of the deep lake and
118 E. Evans-Pritchard, “Witchcraft,” Journal of International African Institute, 8 (1935): 417-422.
119 Maakyor Quamaye, “Witchcraft: A Human Rights Conflict between Customary/Traditional Laws and
the Legal Protection of Women in Contemporary Sub-Saharan Africa,” William & Mary Journal of Women
and Law 17, 2 (2011): 478. Some traditional societies believed that old women were witches. Male witches
were perceived to be less evil while female witches were classified as wicked agents with negative power.
See John W. Hubbard, “The Isoko County, Southern Nigeria, The Geographic Journal 77 (1931): 118-119.
120 J.H Latham, “Witchcraft Accusations and Economic Terrain in Pre-colonial Old Calabar”, Journal of
African History, 13 (1972):250.
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then asked them to swim ashore. Those who drowned were stamped as evil forces
eliminated by the gods of the land.121 Witches who managed to survive ordeals were
sometimes asked to take a public oath, engage in purification rites or banished entirely
from the community. Among the Igbo, witches were made to swear on Mbiam, a
122

magically potent liquid concoction believed to harm evil people.” In most indigenous
Southern Nigerian states, secret societies handled and supervised the trial of suspected
witches. Among the Igbo, for instance, the Mmo society supervised the trials by
ordeal.”123

Penal Confinement in Pre-colonial Southern Nigeria
An interesting debate in the literature on confinement in Africa relates to the
question on whether or not imprisonment was used as a penal sanction by pre-colonial
African states. Were people locked up in prisons or spaces designated as penal
institutions? Did the culture of physical restraint and confinement exist in Southern
Nigeria in the era before colonial rule?
The use of imprisonment as punishment for crime was only adopted by
centralized pre-colonial Southern Nigerian states. In fact, most indigenous Nigerian
societies did not confine criminals in places designated as prison. Alan Milner explained
that only centralized states adopted the practice of imprisonment mainly because such

121 Hubbard, “The Isoko Country, Southern Nigeria,” 119.
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states had sufficient capital and economic resources. To maintain a prison means to
possess financial and material resources required for paying prison staffs, feeding
convicts and maintaining prison buildings.124 Indigenous states in Southern Nigeria with
central political authority such as the Yoruba and Benin confined different categories of
people in prisons. Such prisons were used for the short-term detention of debtors, petty
offenders and criminals who committed capital crimes such as witchcraft, sorcery, incest
and ritual murder. 125 In a separate study, Taslim Elias reported that the culture of
imprisonment was so widespread in Yoruba land during the pre-colonial period that every
chief or big man maintained a prison or a cell in which he kept his own criminals for such
offenses as disobedience, drunkenness and other offences. 126 Some Yoruba kingdoms
confined criminals in a place known as the Ogboni House.127 This house was managed by
members of the Ogboni, a secret Cult Society.
In the Benin Kingdom, offenders, rebels and political rivals were confined in the
Ewedo, a place designated as prisons. People who were held at this site were often
released to their family members, executed or sold into slavery. The Ewedo was managed
by an appointed official referred to as Eseghuan.128 Apart from the Ewedo, Benin chiefs
also maintained prisons in their compounds where they reportedly chained offenders to
the floor. The Tiv in the Nigerian Middle belt and the Islamic communities in Northern
Nigeria also maintained structures used solely for confining social deviants. In the case
124 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 35.
125 Ajisafe, Law and Customs of the Yoruba, 5.
126 Forde, The Yoruba Speaking People of South-Western Nigeria, 24.
127 Elias, The Nature of African Customary Law, 262.
128 Jacob Egharevba, Benin Law and Custom (Nigeria: Niger Press, 1949) 59.
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of the Tiv, judges or arbitrators administering cases often placed pressure on offenders to
agree to a sentence of imprisonment as an admission of guilt.129 Islamic communities in
Northern Nigeria reportedly built prisons for the detention of debtors, political prisoners
and persons awaiting trial. Alhaji Hassan and Shaibu Na’Ibi’s study showed that prisons
existed in Northern Nigeria, particularly in Abuja during the pre-colonial era. Criminals
admitted to these prisoners were chained to the floor and supervised by appointed
jailors.130
In reviewing the nature of penal imprisonment in pre-colonial Southern Nigeria,
the following points emerge: first, with the exception of a few centralized states, the idea
of imprisonment as punishment did not come under the purview of customary and penal
practice of most indigenous Southern Nigeria states. Second, the prisons that operated in
centralized states, to borrow the words of Patricia O’Brien, “were not intended for
prolonged incarceration” instead they were regarded as “testing grounds for
innocence.”131 This important feature is what distinguishes pre-colonial system of
imprisonment from the form introduced by Europeans in the nineteenth century. Precolonial spaces of confinement “did not seek to rehabilitate criminals or enforce
standardized sentences”132 Instead they functioned primarily as spaces in which offenders
were restrained physically till their cases were tried or decided upon by judicial bodies.
129 Paul Bohannan, Justice and Judgment among the Tiv (London: International African Institute, 1957),
67-68.
130 Alhaji Hassan and Mallam Shuaibu Na’ibi, A Chronicle of Abuja (Lagos: African Universities Press
Limited, 1962), 78.
131 Patricia O’Brien, The Promise of Punishment, 17.
132 Florence Bernault, The Shadow of Colonial Rule: Colonial Power and Modern Punishment in Africa,
57.
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Third, the act of putting prisoners away for a long time contravenes the basic principle of
African customary law, which calls for reconciliation between the victim and offender.
Thus, most pre-colonial Southern Nigeria societies did not develop the practice of
institutionalized incarceration or subscribe to the idea of detaining an offender in a place
for a long time. As far as they were concerned, such measure did not promote unity and
co-existence among members of the society.

European Penetration, the Atlantic Slave Trade and the Rise of New Cultures of
Confinement in Southern Nigeria
Thus far this study has established that some centralized states in pre-colonial
Southern Nigeria confined criminals in prisons. They also held war captives in secluded
spaces for a period of time after which these captives were traded in exchange for other
commodities. In addition, these states had enough resources needed for the maintenance
of criminals. The Yoruba and the Benin people, as earlier mentioned, maintained prisons
that held offenders on their way to real punishment. It was common practice for kings,
chiefs and head of villages to erect buildings in which pre-trial offenders were restrained
with chains and staples.133
It is important to note that while penal confinement was not practiced by many
indigenous communities, many of these states adopted some techniques for spatial
confinement for medical purposes. The outbreak of diseases sometimes led to the
confinement of sick people for a specified period of days. The whole idea was to prevent

133 Ajisafe, Law and Customs of the Yoruba, 5.
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the spread of diseases by separating the sick from the rest of the population. Yoruba
people, for instance, confined lepers and lunatics in family compounds, in the houses of
traditional healers known as Babalawo or in hidden parts of the market. Confinement
served religious purposes as well. Some societies locked up children and young adults in
secluded buildings as requirement for indoctrination into adulthood. Among the Yoruba
people, for example, after the demise of a king, his son or appointed heir was kept in a
secluded room for a stipulated number of days; many held the belief that while in
seclusion the ancestors of the land would offer guidance to the heir on how to run the
affairs of the state.
New forms of institutional confinement, alongside prisons, emerged in Southern
Nigeria when Europeans began to arrive in their ships from the fifteenth century. Also,
new architectures of confinement developed as different communities began to
participate actively in the Atlantic Slave trade. Scholars have already established the
extent to which indigenous groups within Southern Nigeria participated in the Atlantic
Slave Trade.134 As a matter of fact, it is difficult to discuss the subject of slavery in Africa
without making reference to the people of Southern Nigeria, particularly the Igbos,
Yoruba and people of the Niger Delta area. Seven out of the thirteen major slave trading
ports in West Africa were located within the geographical boundaries of Southern
Nigeria. Slave ports were situated at New Calabar, Old Calabar, Badagry, Lagos, Benin,
Ode-Itsekiri and Bonny. The point of emphasis here is that different architectures of
134 Adiele Eberechukwu Afigbo, The Abolition of the Slave Trade in South-Eastern Nigeria, 1885-1950
(New Jersey: University of Rochester Press, 2006). Hakeem Harunah, Nigeria’s Defunct Slave Ports: Their
Cultural Legacies and Touristic Value (Lagos: First Academic Publishers, 2000). Paul Lovejoy,
Transformations in Slavery: A History of Slavery in Africa (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
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confinement emerged as these indigenous communities participated in the Atlantic slave
Trade. It is important to briefly explore the history and organization of some of the slave
ports that existed in Southern Nigeria in order to identify different forms of confinement
that emerged during the era of slavery.
In the mid fifteenth century, the kingdom of Benin grew into a large imperial
empire. The growth has been attributed to the fact that the people of Benin sold important
commodities and agricultural produce such as blue fabrics, red pepper, jasper stones and
leopard skins. Benin kingdom established contact with the Portuguese in 1472. The
relationship brought immense benefits: first, it promoted the economic status of the
kingdom. Benin became the envy of neighboring states. Second, it increased the political
power of the Oba. The Oba used weapons of warfare sold to him by Portuguese
merchants to subdue and acquire new territories. Third, the people of Benin gained
insight into the Portuguese cultural world. For instance, the Oba of Benin sent envoys to
Portugal in 1514. However, the diplomatic ties between Benin and Portugal did not last
long. The fall out started when an Oba of Benin refused to convert to Christianity, and
more importantly, when a prohibition was placed on the sale of male slaves. The
kingdom of Benin, which had hitherto supplied slaves to Portuguese sugar plantations in
Sao Tome and Principe, preferred to preserve its male population and refused to sell them
into slavery. As a result of this new policy, Portuguese merchants closed down their
factories in Benin. The people of Benin did not engage again in the Atlantic slave trade
until the eighteenth century when they traded with other European groups including the
Dutch, English and Spanish slave merchants.
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What techniques of confinement were put to use in Benin kingdom during the
early period of the Atlantic Slave trade? How were slaves physically detained till they
were shipped into other locations around the world? Historical record reveal that the
Portuguese erected a factory at Gwato (Ughorto), few miles away from the Benin
kingdom, in an area close to Benin River. It was from this factory that slaves were
transported by ship to Elmina and Sao Tome and Principe. H.L Gallwey, a European
writer who visited Benin in the nineteenth century mentioned seeing factories containing
dwelling houses, warehouses and stores on the Benin River.135 Slaves and European
criminals were confined occasionally in the basement of these factories or kept in the
warehouse in chains and shackles. The Portuguese were consistent at using this technique
for the physical restraint of slaves. Arnold Lawrence’s study on Forts in West Africa
showed that the fort built by the Portuguese in Ghana contained a prison in which slaves
and European criminals were kept.136 David Van Nyandael, an employee of the Dutch
India Company, also mentioned in his account that a Portuguese sailor tried to detain a
Benin Chief who owed him money on his ship. In the struggle to arrest the Benin Chief
the sailor broke the chief’s highly valued coral beads. For this reason, the chief murdered
the sailor.137
Florence Bernault, in her study on the history of prisons in Africa, argued that
series of architectures of confinement emerged along different trade routes in Africa
135 H.L Gallwey, “Journeys in the Benin Country, West Africa,” The Geographic Journal 1 (1893): 122123.
136 Arnold Lawrence, Trade, Castles and Forts of West Africa (California: Stanford University Press,
1963), 230.
137 Henry Ling Roth, Great Benin: Its Custom, Art and Horror (London: Metro Books, 1903), 95.

62

during the Atlantic slave trade.138 A number of such architectures of confinement
emerged across Southern Nigerian ports and trade routes. Local trade dealers in Bonny,
for instance, constructed the so called “landing places” or “staging posts” where slaves
received from Ibo communities were kept until the arrival of European sailors.139 Jan
Bronssema, a Dutch merchant, established one of such staging post near Lagos in an
attempt to control trade in slaves between Benin and the West Indian Company fort at
Badagry.140 There were instances in which local slave merchants converted their dwelling
houses or compounds into sites for incarcerating slaves. Slave merchants in Old Calabar,
for instance, kept slaves in their compounds until they were bought by European traders.
Olatunji Ojo, in his study on the organization of the Atlantic Slave Trade among the
Yoruba, explained that Yoruba slave traders constructed enclosures (Ita) for the
confinement of slaves. These enclosures were the progenitors of famous compounds in
different parts of Yoruba land such Ita Olugbose, Oja’ba, Orita Bashorun, Ita Aregbeomo
in Ibadan and Ita Iyalode in Abeokuta. Slaves were transported from these compounds to
Europeans along the coast.141
Apart from stage posts, enclosures and compounds, local traders confined slaves
in barracoons. This architecture of confinement was widely adopted by slave merchants

138 Florence Bernault, The Politics of Enclosure in Colonial and Post-Colonial Africa, 6.
139 In Badagry, another important port in Southern Nigeria, slaves were confined and sold at a slave
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140 Kristin Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African City (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
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in Southern Nigeria. A European merchant by the name Oldfield saw barracoons on the
port of Bonny. Built originally to fit about two to three hundred slaves, these Barracoons
held one thousand to two thousand slaves at a time.142 It is evident from his report that
slave traders built their barracoons without putting the welfare and dignity of slaves into
consideration. Majority of slaves held in barracoons died even before European ships
made it to the coast. Many slaves lost their minds and became mentally derailed due to
inhumane living conditions in barracoons. Local traders used cheap local materials such
as bamboo and leaf to construct their barracoons. Consequently, slaves kept within these
barracoons were exposed to heat, rain and environmental hazards. Overcrowding in
barracoons encouraged the outbreak of diseases. Many slaves contracted diseases that
eventually terminated their lives.
Initially, local slave traders built barracoons beside beach fronts or close to creeks
and estuaries, where they can be easily accessed by European ships and local slave
dealers.143 However, following the abolition of the slave trade, local slave dealers and
merchants began to situate their barracoons in hidden locations where they could not be
easily discovered by British naval ships patrolling the West African Coast. Many of these
hide-outs were later discovered and eventually destroyed by British naval officers.

142 Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy (London: Jay Murray, 1840),
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Following the establishment of colonial rule, Europeans converted many of the old slave
barracoons into warehouses for storing raw materials or into church sites.144

Conclusion
This chapter has shown that in pre-colonial Southern Nigeria, customary laws
mirrored the socio-political structure of each society. In centralized states, the
administration of law followed a hierarchical model. In non-centralized states, on the
other hand, power was diffused among different agents. In spite of the differences in
customary procedures, all pre-colonial Southern Nigerian communities placed emphasis
on the concept of restorative justice. In essence, indigenous law defended the right of
both the victim and the offender. Different forms of methods were devised for the
management of deviancy including compensatory payment, payment of fines, ostracism,
corporal punishment, outright sale into slavery and public ridicule.
As we have seen, the use of imprisonment as punishment for crime was not
widespread in Southern Nigeria during the pre-colonial era. Only a few centralized states
such as the Benin and the Yoruba adopted the practice of confining certain category of
people in places designated as prisons. In these communities, however, prisons were not
established for the punishment of offenders per se. They served as sites for testing guilt or
innocence. The idea of confining people for a long period only started to gain prominence
in the period that witnessed the rise of the Atlantic Slave trade. Slaves were confined in
144 In Lagos, for instance, missionaries built the Breadfruit church on the site of an old slave barracoon.
A.B Aderibigbe, Early History of Lagos to About 1850, in A.B Aderibigbe and Ade Ajayi, ed. Lagos:
Development of an African City (Nigeria: Longman, 1975), 11-12.
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barracoons, staging posts and slave pens until European ships arrived from the Western
world. A new system of penal confinement with its attendant principles of punishment
emerged when Europeans established colonial rule in Southern Nigeria, as chapter two
reveals.
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Chapter 2: The Birth of the Prison in Southern Nigeria, 1860-1912
Introduction
Having previously discussed the different cultures of confinement that existed in
pre-colonial Southern Nigeria, this chapter traces the historical origin and development of
the modern prison system in Southern Nigeria from 1860 to 1912. It examines the
character, function, and limitations of the colonial prison and argues that prisons in
Southern Nigeria differed significantly from those that existed in Britain in terms of
ideological orientation, administration and architectural design. The colonial penal
system failed to follow the metropolitan model mainly because European officials did not
give proper consideration to the reformative function of the prison as championed by
penal reformers in Western societies. Also, officials did not allocate adequate funds
needed for transforming colonial prisons into sites for attaining the scientific
transformation of the mind of prisoners. Ultimately the colonial prison served as a source
for recruiting cheap labor, a site for warehousing social deviants and as a tool for
silencing opposition to imperial rule.
This narrative situates the history of the modern prison system in Southern
Nigeria within the broad context of human experience marked by significant events
witnessed in the nineteenth and twentieth century including, but not limited to the
following: slavery, the slave trade, the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, Yoruba intraand inter-ethnic conflicts, Atlantic migrations and introduction of British colonial rule.
More importantly, the study narrates the history of colonial prisons in Southern Nigeria
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without losing sight of significant penological developments recorded in Western
countries such as Britain, France and the United States in the course of the nineteenth and
twentieth century.
For the sake of clarity, the chapter follows a chronological order and is divided
into different sections: first, it explores the social and political history of Lagos. It
carefully examines the rise of the territory as a British colony, traces the origin of the first
prison system in the territory without losing sight of key themes including the following:
crime, prison architecture, modern penal philosophies, prison labor, corporal punishment
and the different varieties of confinement established during the early colonial period.
Second, it explores the origin and function of the penal system set up by British officials
in different parts of Southern Nigeria including the Niger Coast protectorate and in the
Niger and Benue area. Third, it looks at the re-organization of the prison system in the
years following the amalgamation of the Niger Coast Protectorate and territories of the
Royal Niger Company. Fourth, it explores the historical process that led to the second reorganization of the modern prison system after formation of the Colony and Protectorate
of Southern Nigeria in 1906.

Southern Nigeria: A Description of the Territory and its Peoples
A brief sketch of the historical development of the political territory known as
Southern Nigeria is called for to illustrate the emergence of modern prisons. The
objective here is to provide the necessary background needed to understand how the
prison system developed in the region. The area designated as Southern Nigeria was
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originally home to diverse ethnic groups including the Yoruba, Ijow, Kalabari, Bonny,
Ibo, Efik, Opobo, Edo, Ibibio, Itsekiri, Ekoi, Igarra, Munchi and many others. These
autonomous groups maintained distinct social, economic and political systems. They
interacted with each other, formed social networks and built alliances through marriage
and trade. Peaceful interaction between these autonomous states promoted migration.
Thus it was not uncommon for a member of a particular group to leave his own
community to settle in another. On different occasions, these groups fought over
resources and engaged in wars to protect their economic interests.
Some indigenous Southern Nigerian groups formed settlements around the coastal
areas; they inhabited geographical zones close to river ways, water links and the Atlantic
Ocean. The remaining groups founded political kingdoms in the hinterland. From the
fifteenth century onward, communities along the coast began to establish trade relations
with European merchants drawn from different parts of the Western world including
Portugal, France, Germany, Netherlands and Britain. Initially, Europeans only showed
interest in locally made goods and raw materials, however, when trade in the new world
opened up, they began to demand for slaves. African traders along the coast responded to
this demand by supplying slaves. Traders in the hinterland also participated by
transporting slaves to the coast where they were sold in exchange for European goods. As
time progressed, European countries began to struggle for political and economic
dominance along the coastal areas. By the mid nineteenth century, the British government
gained the upper hand as most of the indigenous states along the West African coast
came under Britain’s economic and political influence. British naval officers, commercial
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traders and administrators signed treaties and entered into agreements with local chiefs in
order to secure unhindered access to trade markets in the hinterland, and more
importantly, in order to maintain an informal empire for Britain. Over time, political,
economic and strategic considerations motivated British officials to establish direct
political and military control (colonial rule) over the people of Southern Nigeria.
In the transitional period from informal authority to formal colonization, the
British government maintained three administrative units in Southern Nigeria. The first
unit was established in Lagos after the territory was declared as a crown colony in 1862.
The territory included communities surrounding Lagos as well as Yoruba states in the
hinterland. The second political jurisdiction, known as the Oil Rivers Protectorate, came
into being in 1885 in the aftermath of the Berlin Conference. The British government
approved the creation of the protectorate in order to frustrate French and German
influence in the area east of Lagos and in adjoining territories including Benin, Brass,
Bonny, Calabar, Opobo and Degema. The protectorate officially fell under British rule in
1893 and was renamed the Niger Coast Protectorate.145
The third jurisdiction fell under the authority of the Royal Niger Company (also
known as the National African Company), a British trading agency, which received a
ruling charter from William Gladstone on July 1886 with the right to make treaties with
local rulers and act as the representative of the British government.146 The geographical
reach of the company’s jurisdiction included the Lower Niger, Middle Niger and parts of
145 J.C Anene, Southern Nigeria in Transition, 1885-1906: Theory and Practice in a Colonial
Protectorate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), 145-147.
146 Dorothy Wellesley, Sir George Goldie, Founder of Nigeria: A Memoir (New York: Arno Press, 1977).
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the Forcados River. Between 1886 and 1899 the company maintained the area as part of
Britain’s sphere of influence. George Goldie Tuabman, a shrewd businessman and
imperialist extraordinaire, managed the affairs of the company. He curtailed French and
German rivalry. In addition, he maintained British dominance by signing treaties and
trade agreements with local leaders on one hand and by suppressing local opposition
through the use of his military force known as the Royal Niger Constabulary force on the
other hand.147 This standing army launched over one hundred expeditions to suppress
resistance mounted by local leaders and traders in places such as Idah, Aboh and
Onitsha.148
In 1899 the British geographical influence within Southern Nigeria was slightly
modified when Joseph Chamberlain, Britain’s Colonial Secretary, revoked the charter of
the Royal Company’s charter.149 Following the revocation of the charter, the British
government assumed full control over the territories of the Royal Niger Company. In
1901, the jurisdiction of the Niger Coast Protectorate was merged with the territories of
the Royal Niger Company to form the Southern Nigeria Protectorate.
Britain’s area of jurisdiction in Southern Nigeria was again modified on May 1
1906 with the amalgamation of the Lagos Colony and Southern Nigeria Protectorate to
form the Southern Nigeria colony. Arthur Chamberlain, Britain’s Colonial Secretary,

147 Sam Ukpabi, Mercantile Soldiers in Nigerian History: A History of the Royal Niger Company Army,
1886-1900 (Kaduna: Nigerian Defense Academy, 1987), 41-69.
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appointed Walter Egerton as the Governor and Commander in Chief of the colony. For
administrative convenience, the territory was divided into the Eastern, Central, and
Western Provinces.
The important point to keep in mind here is that prisons surfaced in the same
order as colonial authority was established in the three administrative units. The first
prison system emerged in Lagos in 1861 as colonial officials sought to consolidate and
organize the territory. Administrative machineries set up in the Niger Coast Protectorate
and the Southern Nigerian Protectorate included prisons. Prisons were also established as
soon as colonial agents and traders began to arrive in the Benue and Niger area. Before
discussing the emergence of the prison in Lagos, it is important to briefly examine the
processes that led to the establishment of colonial rule in the territory of Lagos.

Colonial Lagos
The history of the first colonial prison in Nigeria must be placed within the broad
context of key historical events that took place in Lagos during the course of the
nineteenth and twentieth century. These events include the rise of the kingdom of Lagos
as a leading West African slave port, the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, diasporic
migrations and the establishment of colonial rule.150

150 Studies on the history of colonial Lagos include the following: John B. Losi, History of Lagos (Lagos:
Tika Tore Press, 1914. A. B Aderibigbe, “Early History of Lagos to About 1850,” in Lagos: The
Development of an African City, ed. A.B. Aderibigbe and Ade Ajayi (Nigeria: Longman, 1975. Robert
Smith, Lagos Consulate, 1851-1861 (California: University of California Press, 1979). Robin Law, “Trade
and Politics behind the Slave Coast: The Lagoon Traffic and the Rise of Lagos, 1500-1806,” Journal of
African History 24 (1983): 32-48; Kristin Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African City, 1760-1900
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2007).
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Lagos is an island on the West African coast. Strategically placed, the island
possesses an outlet to the sea near the midpoint of a sandbar, with a lagoon system
stretching from Cotonou in the West to the Niger Delta in the East.151 Oral tradition and
European account reveal that the Awori, a sub group of the Yoruba from the village of
Iseri, were the original settlers in Lagos. The Awori people maintained a small city state
under a political head known as the Olofin. Their economy and source of existence
derived mainly from fishing, salt making, hunting and farming. In the second half of the
sixteenth century, this thriving kingdom was conquered by the Oba of Benin. The
position of Lagos as a vassal state did not go beyond the eighteenth century, but before
this period, certain changes were recorded as a result of Benin’s influence. For instance, a
new royal dynasty, patterned along the lines of the political arrangement in Benin, was
established in Lagos. During the seventeenth century, Lagos gradually rose in
prominence as an important trading center, but it was not until 1760 that it transformed
into the central trading spot for the Atlantic slave trade. In the 1860s Lagos graduated in
status and became the dominant slave port in the Bight of Benin, linking West Africa’s
hinterland to the Atlantic World.152
Around the time the people of Lagos started to participate actively in the slave
trade, humanitarians in Europe and the United States mounted pressure, made political
statements and wrote in favor of the termination of the triangular trade. Through their

151 Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African City, 23-24; George Williams, “Influences of Imperial
Conquest on the Environmental Fabric of Early Lagos up till 1920,” Nigerian Heritage: Journal of the
National Commission for Museums and Monuments, 6-11 (1997): 63.
152 Smith, The Lagos Consulate, 1851-1861, 1-17. Mann, Slavery and the Birth of an African City, 1-36.
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associations, they promoted black emigration to the continent of Africa. For instance,
with the help of the Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor, Black Britons, mostly
African American ex-slaves who sought refuge from the British Army during the
American Revolutionary war, were taken to Sierra Leone to establish a settlement. Also,
in 1792, under the auspices of the Sierra Leone Company, a significant number of Black
Loyalists who initially settled in Nova Scotia founded a new settlement in Sierra Leone
known as Free Town.153 By 1787, with the formation of the Society for the Abolition of
the Slave Trade, the politics of abolition grew so intense such that it could no longer be
ignored by the British government. In 1807, abolitionists rejoiced, after twenty or more
years of campaigning, when the British Parliament passed an act to effect the abolition of
the slave trade.
The abolition of the slave trade changed British policy towards West Africa. After
about three centuries of participating in the trade in human beings, the British
government started to advocate for the replacement of the evil trade with the so called
“legitimate trade.” That the British took this position does not come as a surprise
considering the fact that Britain was then experiencing an industrial revolution which
placed new demands on its economy. The revolution, for instance, led to the invention of
machines designed specifically for producing goods in mass. Raw materials such as palm
oil, rubber, copper and cocoa were needed by British factories to complete the production
cycle. The British government took some decisive steps following the abolition: first,

153 James Sidbury, Becoming African in America: Race and Nation in the Early Black Atlantic (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 149.

74

British officials signed diplomatic agreements and treaties with nations such as Brazil,
Portugal and Spain. Second, the British government allowed for the formation of the
African Squadron also known as the Preventive Squadron. The Squadron was saddled
with the task of patrolling the West African coast in order to intercept ships carrying
slaves. Third, in 1808, the British government took over Sierra Leone and built a station
there for the African Squadron.
From 1820 onward, British interest in West Africa increased in part as a result of
pressure mounted by industrialists and traders who needed unhindered access to raw
materials in the interiors of Africa.154 Abolitionists gave the British government another
reason to monitor events in West Africa more closely. Thomas Fowell Buxton, leader of
the Parliamentary team to end the Slave Trade, wrote on the need for the British
government to move beyond the coastal areas into the hinterland in order to promote
Christianity, commerce and civilization.”155 He called on missionaries to take on the
responsibility of teaching African Christian morals and the value of agriculture.156 The
extent to which the agitations of abolitionists and traders motivated the British
government to re-access its policy toward West Africa does not concern us here. The
significant point to bear in mind is that by the mid 1820s, Britain established a sphere of
influence (informal empire) along the West African Coast. In 1827, the British
154 Before the 1820s British industrialist and traders had expressed the need for the British to be more
actively involved in West African Affairs. The African Association, formed in 1788, launched several
exploratory expeditions into Africa with the support of the British government.
155 Mann, “The Original Sin: British Reform and Imperial Expansion in Lagos,” in Ports of the Slave
Trade (Bights of Benin and the Biafra): Proceedings from a conference of the Centre for Commonwealth
Studies, ed. Robin Law and Silke Strickdot (Stirling: University of Stirling, 1991): 171-172.
156 Many missionaries responded to Buxton’s speeches and writings. From the 1830s, missionaries began
to embark on evangelical missions to different parts of Africa.
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government acquired Fernando Po from Spain and used the territory as a naval site for
launching anti-slavery patrols in the attempt to protect its economic and political interest
in West Africa.
As mentioned earlier, in the 1820s, Lagos became the leading slave port on the
West African coast. In spite of efforts on the part of the British government to terminate
the slave trade in Lagos, Brazillians and local slave traders carried on business as usual.
Local rulers and slave dealers, however, could not shy away from the presence of British
cruisers. This is because the island of Lagos was more susceptible to direct attack than
any other slave port along the coast.157 Britain’s naval operations on the West African
Coast greatly concerned local leaders and foreign merchants, particularly in 1825 when a
passing British ship engaged in anti-slavery operation bombarded the kingdom of Lagos.
From 1830 to 1840, Lagos witnessed significant social and political changes.
Politically, the kingdom was unstable as a result of a dynastic rivalry. Following the
death of Oba Adele in 1830, competition for the royal house caused the kingdom to
divide into two political camps. The first camp supported Oluwole (Adele’s son) while
the other camp claimed that Kosoko, the son of Oba Oshilokun whose reign ended in the
early 1830s, deserved the title of the Oba of Lagos. When Kosoko lost the crown to
Oluwole, he moved out of Lagos and settled in Porto Novo where he adopted the slave
trade. The dynastic rivalry in the royal house did not end with the demise of Oluwole.
After the king died, Akitoye, younger brother of Adele and Oshilokun, was chosen as the
157 David Eltis, “The Diaspora of Yoruba Speakers 1650-1865: Dimensions and Implications,” in The
Yoruba in the Atlantic World, ed. Toyin Falola and Matt Childs (Indiana and Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2004), 26.
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Oba of Lagos. The turn of political events in Lagos was not well received by Kosoko
who thought that he deserved the throne more than any royal prince. In an attempt to
appease Kosoko, Akitoye committed a big political blunder by extending a hand of
friendship to Kosoko. He went as far as permitting Kosoko to move back to Lagos.
Kosoko took advantage of the opportunity and seized the throne. From his base, he
launched several attacks on Akitoye. In 1845, after a protracted civil war, Akitoye fled
for his life and then settled in Badagry.
In terms of social change, Lagos witnessed the arrival of new visitors. In 1839 a
group of emigrants from Sierra Leone landed in Lagos. These émigrés were ex-slaves
who were settled in Sierra Leone by the Anti Slave Squadron after being rescued from
slave ships bound for the New World. From the mid 1930s, they began to return to their
homeland. They first settled in Badagry and then moved to Abeokuta in the Yoruba
hinterland. In the 1840s, Lagos also welcomed many European traders. According to
Phillip Ahire, three ships of the Royal Navy arrived on the coast with merchants and
missionaries.158 It should be pointed out here that missionaries met with a cold reception
in Lagos; it was not until the 1850s that they were able to establish mission stations in the
territory. Until then, missionary activity was mostly confined to Abeokuta and
Badagry.”159
While these changes were taking place in Lagos, Henry Palmerston, British
Foreign Secretary, appointed John Beecroft as consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra
158 Phillip Terdoo Ahire, Imperial Policing: The Emergence and Role of the Police in Colonial Nigeria
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 1991), 6.
159 Mann, “The Original Sin,” 176.
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in the mid 1840s. This decision was borne out of the desire to maintain British’s political
dominance on the West African coast. As consul, Beecroft took his job seriously. He
signed treaties with many local leaders. He also made sure that the African Squadron
continued to patrol the African coast. Missionaries, British traders and returnee ex-slaves
saw Beecroft as the representative of the British government. They filed complaints
through his office to the Foreign Office. One of the major complaints that reached
Fernando Po concerned the continued existence of the slave trade in Lagos. Missionaries,
for one, painted Kosoko, the King of Lagos, as an evil slave trader. In their letters, they
spoke highly of Akitoye, the deposed king of Lagos, with whom they had established
cordial relations. Akitoye befriended missionaries residing in Badagry in the hope of
regaining his throne. He promised to terminate the slave trade and allow for the
establishment of missionary stations in Lagos on the condition that missionaries help him
to remove Kosoko from the seat of power.
Beecroft intervened in the matter by asking Kosoko to sign an anti-slavery treaty.
When the king refused the deal, officers of the British naval squadron launched attacks
on Lagos. In late December 1851, British forces gained an upper hand. Kosoko fled with
his followers to Epe, Akitoye was reinstated as the King of Lagos and, some weeks after
the attack, Beecroft was appointed as vice consul to oversee Lagos.
Historians have written at length on why the British decided to take over the
territory of Lagos and turn it into a quasi protectorate. Apologists of colonial rule stated
in their studies that British naval forces attacked Lagos because the territory was seen as
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the most notorious slave depot in West Africa.160 For officials at Whitehall, for instance,
the termination of the slave trade in Lagos meant the final death blow on the slave trade
in West Africa. Nationalist historians, on the other hand, have argued that British forces
attacked Lagos not only because they wanted to achieve humanitarian and moral ends but
because they needed to secure unhindered access to raw materials.161 Ade Ajayi wrote:
the anxiety of Britain to intervene in Lagos was not just
the philanthropic desire to destroy the slave trading
activities of the Portuguese and Brazilians there, but also
the economic desire to control the trade of Lagos from
which they had hitherto been excluded and from where
they hoped to exploit the resources of the vast country
stretching to and beyond the Niger162
Scholars who have explored the history of the British in Lagos do agree on one
point: British intervention brought about significant social and economic changes. In the
aftermath of the attack, for instance, Oba Akitoye signed an agreement which granted
European merchants the right to trade, erect factories and build areas of residence.
European traders took advantage of this favorable economic and political climate. Thus,
they began to arrive in Lagos one after the other. Giambattista Scala, William McCoskry,
agents of the London based firm of Thomas Hutton and Company, representatives of
Banners & Brothers as well as Steward and Douglas erected stores and houses along the

160 For more information see William Greary, Nigeria under British Rule (New York: Psychology Press,
1965); Alan Burns, History of Nigeria (London: Allen & Unwin, 1955); Arthur Cook, British Enterprise in
Nigeria (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1943).
161 For more information see Saburi Biobaku, The Egba and their Neighbors (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1957). J.F Ade Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 1841-1891 (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 1965). Anthony Hopkins, “Property Rights and Empire Building: Britain’s Annexation of Lagos,
1861,” The Journal of Economic History, 40 (1950): 777-798.
162 J.F Ade Ajayi, “The British Occupation of Lagos,” Nigeria Magazine 69 (1961): 97.
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South side of Lagos Island.”163 The case has been made earlier that missionaries initially
met with hostile reception in Lagos. However, months after the attack, they began to
move to Lagos in order to establish mission stations and churches. The population of
Lagos increased tremendously in the 1850s. European traders and missionaries were
joined by ex-slaves from Sierra Leone, Brazil and Cuba. Immigrants trickled in from
other directions: runaway slaves moved in from the Yoruba hinterland; Kru men from
Liberia and the Gold Coast; and Hausa cattle traders and runaway slaves from Islamic
states in the North.164
Politically, Lagos remained unstable. The dynastic rivalry between the deposed
King, Kosoko and Akitoye, the British puppet, continued to disturb peace and security. In
Tekena Tamuno’s words, the British “soon discovered that the problems did not end with
their assuming the role of the king dispatcher and king maker.”165 The political problems
of the kingdom became worse off particularly after the death of Akitoye. The throne of
the kingdom went to Dosunmu, a timid and even more gullible character. Apart from
internal political problems, Lagos also faced threats from neighboring states such as
Dahomey, Abeokuta, Ijebu and Ibadan. All these political developments negatively

163 Williams, “Influences of Imperial Conquest on the Environmental Fabric of Early Lagos up till 1920,”
65.
164 Paul Osifodunrin, “Property Crime in Nineteenth Century Lagos: Criminal Tradition or Popular
Culture of Accumulating Wealth,” Unpublished Paper, Lagos, 2010, 7.
165 Tekena Tamuno, The Police in Modern Nigeria, 1861-1965 (Ibadan: Ibadan University Press, 1970),
11.
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affected the growth of commerce to the extent that palm oil export declined in 1859 and
1860. 166
European traders, missionaries and the immigrant community expressed their
disaffection with the downward economic spiral. They called on the government to take
possession of the territory of Lagos. The Foreign Office, after many months of careful
deliberation, moved in favor of the proposal. In late July 1861, British forces occupied
Lagos and “the old informal influence was transformed into outright dominion by a
formal deed of cession.”167 The Oba of Lagos became a redundant figure with little power
over his people. The British occupation of Lagos, according to Ade Ajayi, “marked the
first major step taken by the British government in the nineteenth century to acquire
economic and political domination over the people of Nigeria.”168
British annexation of Lagos favored British agents, missionaries and members of
the immigrant community from Cuba, Sierra Leone and Brazil. These groups began to
see themselves as the agents of civilization destined to lead the local community to
civilization. Most identified with the English way of life and disregarded indigenous
culture. A form of social hierarchy emerged in the colony of Lagos. At the top of the
ladder were white European merchants, missionaries and civil servants. They considered
themselves to be superior to every other group in Lagos. The Aguda or Amaro (returnee
slaves from Sierra Leone) and the Saro (Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Cubans) were the next
in line. The Agudas identified more with the English way of life. This is not surprising
166 Mann, “The Original Sin,”179.
167 P.M Mbaeyi, “Lagos and the British, 1871-1947,” Ikenga 1(1972): 27.
168 Ajayi, “British Occupation,” 96.
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since most of them were exposed to Christianity and Western education while they were
living in Sierra Leone. The Agudas acted more English than the English. They valued
western education, followed events in Britain and America, fancied British entertainment
such as races, dress balls, gymkhana games and cricket. The Saros, on the other hand,
were mainly artisans and craftsmen. The rest of Lagos population came last on the social
ladder.
Colonial social hierarchy reflected more in the spatial arrangement of the territory
of Lagos. P.D Cole has shown in his study that Lagos was physically divided into four
quarters. Europeans settled along Marina, a site which was formerly home to slave
barracoons overlooking the sea.169 Immigrants from Sierra Leone secured land grants and
settled at Olowogbowo, west of the Europeans. Afro Brazillians and Afro Cubans settled
behind European quarters at Popo Aguda or Popo Maro (an area now referred to as
Portuguese quarters).170 The people of Lagos were confined to Isale Eko, and clustered
around the original pre-colonial settlement at the Western end of the Island. This pattern
of colonial segregation negatively affected the local population. 171
Kristin Mann has shown in a study that a large number of indigenous people were
dispossessed of their land as Lagosians, especially the Europeans and educated elites
were refashioning the colony’s spatial space. Europeans and immigrant settlers secured

169 Michael Echeruo, Victorian Lagos: Aspects of Nineteenth Century Lagos Life (New York: Africana
Publishing Company), 30.
170 P.D Cole, “Lagos Society in the Nineteenth Century,” in Lagos: The Development of an African City
ed. A.B Aderibigbe and Ade Ajayi (Nigeria: Longman, 1973), 43-46.
171 Ayo Olukoju, “The Segregation of Europeans and Africans in Colonial Nigeria,” in Security,
Segregation and Social Networks in West African Cities in the 19th and 20th Centuries ed. Laurent
Fourchard and Isaac Olawale Albert (Paris: Karthala, 2003).
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land grants that gave them access to control of labor. The process of privatizing and
commercializing urban land invariably led to the alienation of the local populace.172 The
social transformation of Lagos went hand in hand with political transformation. After
establishing colonial rule, European officials introduced Eurocentric laws and established
different civil establishment including prisons.

The Birth of the Prison in Colonial Lagos, 1861-1900
The first attempt to establish a prison in Lagos occurred right before British
forces seized the territory. In August 1861, William McCoskry, the acting consul, sent a
letter to Lord Russell, British Foreign Secretary, in which he called for the establishment
of a criminal justice system as there were “no police, no gaols, nor other efficient mode
of punishment for offenders” in the colony.173 British officials in the metropole ignored
this suggestion because at that time, plans to impose colonial rule in the territory had
already been concluded. The birth of the prison in colonial Lagos, however, occurred
months after the declaration of the territory as a crown colony. During this period,
McCoskry wasted no time in turning his vision into action. He introduced a criminal
justice system, comprising of the following agencies: a high court, a magistrate court, a
police department and a gaol. 174

172 Kristin Mann, “Women, Landed Property and the Accumulation of Wealth in Early Colonial Lagos,”
Signs 6 (1991): 689.
173 C0 147/2, McCoskry to Russell, 5th August, 1861 cited in Ademola Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison
System (Lagos: Specific Computers Publishers, 2007), 30.
174 Ibid, 30-31.
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In 1862, H.S Freeman, the first Governor of Lagos, tried to upgrade the criminal
justice system he inherited from his predecessor. The Latters Patent of 1862, the legal
instrument which formally created Lagos as a British colony, authorized and empowered
him to “constitute and appoint judges…and other necessary officers.” 175 In fulfilling his
duty, Freeman appointed a European officer, Rai Lucy, to head the prison department. In
addition, he expanded the police force to include one superintendent, four sergeants, eight
corporals and 100 constables.176 Furthermore, in 1863, he created two police branches:
the civil police force and the semi military force to protect European interest and
maintain law and order. The civil police was created to safeguard British commercial
interest and preserve law and order in the territory. The semi military force, known as the
Hausa Constabulary Force, was created solely for purpose for launching military
expedition against resisting local groups.177 Freeman also reformed the court system by
promulgating the Ordinance No. 3 of 1863.178 The ordinance made provision for the
creation of additional courts including a Supreme Court, a Police court, a Criminal court,
a Slave court and a Commercial court.179

175 Bolanle Awe, “The History of the Prison System in Nigeria,” in The Prison System in Nigeria: Papers
Submitted at the National Conference on Prison System, July 1-5. 1968 ed. Taslim Olawale Elias (Lagos:
University of Lagos Press, 1968), 4-5.
176 Tamuno, The Police in Modern Nigeria 1861-1965, 16.
177 Ahire, “Imperial Policing: The Emergence and Role of the Police in Colonial Nigeria,” 36.
178 This ordinance declared that the laws of England shall have the same force and be administered in this
settlement as in England, so far as such laws and such administration thereof can be rendered applicable to
the circumstances of this settlement.” For more information see Omoniyi Adewoye, The Judicial System in
Southern Nigeria, 1854-1954, 48. Omoniyi Adewoye, “Self Taught Attorneys in Lagos, 1865-1913,
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The kind of penal confinement introduced by British officials differed
significantly from indigenous penal practice. British penal system allowed for the
confinement of people in designated places marked as prisons as punishment for offense.
More importantly, it allowed for detainment of prisoners for a lengthy period. What then
are the features of the penal system introduced in Lagos during the early phase of
colonial rule? How were prisoners treated in the first colonial prison established in
Lagos? How was the institution managed and administered?
Perhaps the most important point to be made here is that the first prison
established in Lagos played a huge role in the process of pacifying and subjugating
indigenous groups. Many slave dealers and local leaders who opposed the agents of
imperial authority ended up in prison. In addition, the first colonial prison functioned as
an instrument of domination. After the consolidation of colonial rule, local people who
resisted imperial authority were confined in prison. In Law in Colonial Africa, Kristin
Mann explained that colonial officials introduced the justice system not to protect the
rights of colonized subjects but primarily to maintain and establish political
domination.180 John Arthur provided an economic explanation justifying the rationale
behind the creation of the colonial justice system in Africa. For him,
the exigencies of trade and the need for Britain to have
steady supply of cheap raw materials and a monopoly on
market outlets for the products of British industry were
the primary considerations that influenced the

180 Kristin Mann, Law in Colonial Africa (London: Heinemann Educational Books), 3.
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introduction of English systems of law enforcement and
penal policy in Africa.181
The first colonial gaol to emerge in colonial Lagos was referred to as ‘Faji
prison.’ The name of the prison derived from the location in which it was situated within
Lagos. In the pre-colonial era, the area known as Faji functioned as a slave depot and
market; it was owned and managed by a female Yoruba entrepreneur known as
Fajimola.182 In the early phase of colonial administration, European merchants built their
factories and depots at Faji. The area transformed into a trading port and became the
second most important European settlement after Marina. From 1860 onward, the
landscape of Faji changed face as different government departments including the Public
Works Department, the Post Office, the Government Pier, the Hausa Constabulary
Barracks as well as the Government Treasury was built in the area.183 The first colonial
prison was located on Faji alongside all these other government departments.
The first prison in Lagos was not a well-ordered one; it functioned as a chaotic
and irregular institution. In fact, the structure of the building tells the whole story. Faji
prison was constructed with mud, covered with thatch (bamboo straws) and floored with
boards. It contained six cells originally intended to accommodate twenty prisoners at a
time. Official prison documents show Faji prison held prisoner populations far above its

181 John Arthur, “Development of Penal Policy in British West Africa: Exploring the Colonial
Dimension,” International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice, 15 (1991): 196.
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operational capacity. In 1863, for instance, the prison admitted 139 men and 26 women
on short administrative sentences ranging from three weeks to four months.184
In addition, penal officials who administered the first prison did not adopt the
modern system of classification. The idea of classifying prisoners according to the degree
of crime, age, gender and needs was not made an official penal policy. Male and female
prisoners shared the same living space. It should be pointed out, however, that only few
women were imprisoned during the early colonial period. First time offenders and repeat
offenders were lumped together while juveniles and adult offenders inhabited the same
living cell. The association system which allowed for the congregation of prisoners in the
same space prevailed in Faji prison; different categories of prisoners were lumped
together in crude communal cells. Under this circumstance, prisoners were exposed to
diseases; the most frequent were craw craw, rheumatism, venereal disease, gonorrhea,
and diarrhea.
Colonial officials ensured that prisoners confined at Faji prison experienced
privation of liberty and loss of freedom. For example, imprisoned colonial subjects were
not allowed to receive visitors. In addition, they were also dispossessed of all their
personal belongings after being admitted.185 New prisoners admitted into the first colonial
prison were given “depersonalized prison materials” such as clothing. 186 Prisoners were

184 CRL, Lagos Blue Book (Lagos: Government Printer), 1863.
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handed white calico along with other basic prison materials to replace their personal
belongings.187
Colonial officials attempted to regulate the lives and activities of prisoners in Faji
prison. They designed a time table which required all prisoners to sleep from 6pm to
6am. Labor hours commenced at 6am and ended at 4 pm. From 9 am to 10 am prisoners
were allowed to eat and catch some rest. Prisoners’ diet was neither impressive nor
sufficient as colonial authorities only allotted two pence per day for the upkeep of each
prisoner. Prison diet consisted mostly of local foods including eko, agidi, akara, eba, meat
and fish. In Faji prison, prisoners were not allowed to participate in recreational activities.
Also, there were no religious instructions or educational classes. Faji prison did not
contain a hospital or dispensary therefore many prisoners contracted and died of diseases.
Penal authorities did not make provision for solitary confinement. As a result, flogging
was adopted as disciplinary measure for punishing prisoners who broke prison rules.
Colonial authorities depended heavily on prison labor for the execution of
government projects in Lagos. In the early phase of colonial rule, British officials and
traders were greatly concerned about living and sanitary conditions in Lagos. The city
was dirty and filled with large swamps. In clearing these swamps, both the Public Works
and Surveyor department relied on cheap prison labor. Gang Drivers188 marched
prisoners from the prison yard to drain dangerous swamps particularly those around areas

187 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 32.
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inhabited by Europeans.189 Prisoners were employed for street cleaning, road repairs,
burying of dead paupers, building walls around government buildings and road making.
Imprisoned colonial subjects no form of monetary payment of remuneration for the
service provided.
The kind of labor arrangement adopted in Faji differed remarkably from that
which operated in Britain. On different occasions, officials in London tried to introduce
metropolitan penal rules to Faji prison. In 1865, for instance, a report of the Select
Committee of the House of Lords on Discipline in Gaols and Houses of Correction called
for the adoption of hard punitive and unproductive labor in Faji prison. Lord Granville,
head of the Committee, wanted prisoners confined in British colonies to undergo
calculated, hard, dull, monotonous and useless labor by working on thread mill and
cranks like their counterparts in the metropole.190 The proposal met with failure in Lagos
mainly because officials were unwilling to set aside funds required for purchasing thread
mill and cranks as well as other gadgets needed for enforcing a strict labor regime.
Faji prison served an ill-defined and ambiguous penal function in its early years.
No legal instrument or official penal philosophy guided the administration of the prison.
The first prison rule, guiding the activities of prisoners, was not written until 1867.191
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Etannibi Alemika is right to say that since inception, Nigerian prisons have only served
the goal of deterrence, retribution and incapacitation rather than re-socialization or
empowerment of convicts through training and access to opportunities within the
society.192 Faji prison served a custodial function; it warehoused criminals and confined
individuals opposed to the colonial agenda. The prison did not last long because its
building was too weak to sustain a long term carceral project. The walls of the prisons
were not strong enough to deter prisoners from escaping.193
Prisoners asserted their agency and undermined penal authorities as they escaped
through prison walls in the night. In fact, prison flight can be regarded as one the earliest
responses to the carceral element of colonialism. In 1863, Henry Freeman was so
disturbed by the increased rate of prison escapes that he wrote: “a good prison must be
commenced without delay, as the present one is falling down, and it is difficult to guard
against the prisoners escaping.”194 The huge rise in the number of prison escapes and the
increasing criminal activities experienced in Lagos from 1865 onward made colonial
authorities to consider proposals on the construction of a new prison site in Lagos.
matron; No spirituous liquor of any description are to be passed into the Gaol, except by the order of the
Surgeon for hospital cases; smoking is strictly prohibited; clothes are to be washed with soap and water at
the ends of every week when a change is provided; care is to be taken that all prisoners perform their
ablutions in the morning; all prisoners shall fall in at 6. Am for work, and return at 9.am for breakfast; fall
in again at 10.am and work till 5pm except on Saturdays when the hour is 4pm; prisoners at all suffering
from illness shall remain in the yard and be occupied at light and useful work; divine services shall be
performed at 10.am every Sunday morning when the prayers of the established church are used; the Goaler,
Under Goaler and Turnkey shall reside in the prison, and not absent themselves without permission; All
prisoners shall be contained in their cells for the night at 6 pm; the diet for both Europeans and Native shall
be of good quality, and inspected by the Goaler before being distributed; all lodges and records shall be
kept by the Goaler.
192 Etannibi Alemika, “Trends and Conditions of Imprisonment in Nigeria,” 15.
193 The agency of prisoners will be examined in a separate chapter. I deliberately omitted discussion on
prisoners’ agency within colonial prisons.
194 CRL, Annual Report Lagos Colony and Protectorate (Lagos: Government Printer, 1863).
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Crime and Criminal Activities in Colonial Lagos
It is important to discuss the emergence of modern criminality in the colony of
Lagos. A number of key questions have to be answered: How did colonial rule affect and
re-define the concept of crime? What kinds of crime did people commit in Lagos,
especially in the period after 1865? What category of the population engaged in criminal
activities? Who were the victims or targets of crime? To what extent did the colonial
government respond to the problem of crime and insecurity in the colony?
Organized crime featured prominently in the social fabric of Lagos even before
the territory was seized by British forces.195 Paul Osifodunrin has shown that pre-colonial
Lagos witnessed the activities of pirates and plunderers from neighboring communities
such as Badagry, Porto Novo, Abeokuta and the Western Niger Delta. These pirates
launched several attacks on traders carrying merchandise along trade routes and on
waterways leading into Lagos. He added that the unstable political situation in Lagos in
the early nineteenth century gave birth to a culture of violence and led to an increase in
group criminality. Group criminality manifested in three ways in Lagos on the eve of
colonization: first, some acts of criminality were organized by political leaders. For
instance, Kosoko organized disruptive piratical activities from his base at Epe in order to
hinder the growth of trade in Lagos. Second, some acts of criminality were perpetrated
during periods of political crisis. Criminals took advantage of moments of disorder to loot
trade goods. Third, criminal activities were also organized by palace officials who used
195 Toyin Falola, “Brigandage and Piracy in Nineteenth Century Yoruba land,” Journal of the Historical
Society of Nigeria, XII (1995): 83-105. This study offers insight into the organization of crime in different
areas in the Yoruba hinterland before colonial rule.
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their political power to seize goods and properties from some members of the local
population.196
Crime rates increased tremendously after British officials took over Lagos. In fact,
Lagos earned a unique reputation in the mid 1860s: the city was known for welcoming
strangers by stealing from them.197 One can argue that increase in crime rate was directly
a result of the introduction of a foreign legal system. As John Arthur argued, “the
introduction of British legal systems into West Africa was accompanied not only by a
redefinition and reclassification of crimes but also changes in the social perception of
crime and deviance.” 198 British laws redefined the meaning of crime in Lagos. Offenses
and criminal activities were regarded as wrongs against the state or against the Queen of
England. Also, laws in the form of ordinances and regulations led to the criminalization
of the activities of members of the colonized community. The category of Lagosians
whose actions were criminalized included illiterate groups.”199
From 1865 onward, Lagos experienced rapid urban development and economic
growth.200 People from neighboring communities began to imagine Lagos as a city
offering great opportunities and benefits. Unfortunately, it was mostly Europeans,
educated elites and members of the immigrant community that reaped the economic
benefits that Lagos had to offer. The remainder of the population had to either work

196 Paul Osifodunrin, “Property Crime in Nineteenth Century Lagos: Criminal Tradition or Popular
Culture of Accumulating Wealth,” unpublished paper, (2010): 33.
197 Biobaku, Egba and their Neighbors, 28.
198 Arthur, “Development of Penal Policy in British West Africa,”192.
199 Osifodunrin, “Property Crime in Nineteenth Century Lagos,” 15.
200 Ibid., 24.
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really hard to survive or embrace criminality. People who migrated from the Yoruba
hinterland and other neighboring communities soon realized that Lagos was not Eldorado
after all. The desperate ones, after failing to catch up with city life, found solace in the
hidden underworld. Tekena Tamuno pointed to the inefficiency of the Civil Police Force
as another reason why crime increased in Lagos. Colonial officials provided funds for the
Hausa Constabulary Force almost to the total neglect of the civil police force.
Consequently, the civil force lacked adequate facilities needed to curb crime in Lagos and
adjoining areas. As the population of Lagos increased, it was evident that the force could
no longer reach criminal hideouts nor manage the rising population of Lagos. By 1868,
the population reached 35,000 and about 75,000 people lived in the rural district.201
What kinds of crimes were popular in Lagos? Did criminals devise strategies for
committing crimes without being caught or identified? Between 1861 and 1886, theft was
the most publicized crime in Lagos. Colonial papers provide a list of other popular crimes
such as fraudulent book keeping, breach of contract, battery, felony, false pretenses,
larceny, malicious wounding, trademark infringement, assault, forgery, adulteration of
goods, and embezzlement.202
Violent crimes such as murder often drew public attention and elicited responses in
local dailies. In 1864, for instance, Lagosians followed a murder case in detail. This
sensational case reportedly led to the first public execution to be carried out in the colony.
Table 1 portrays different offences committed in Lagos from 1863 to 1871. Clearly, most
201 Tamuno, Police in Modern Nigeria, 19-20.
202 CRL, Annual Report on Police (Lagos: Government Printer, 1899) Adewoye, The Judicial System in
Southern Nigeria, 21.
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crimes were committed by able bodied men and mostly by individuals under the age of
eighteen. Women also committed property crimes and many of them were charged for
child killings. Table 2 identifies the different classes of offences and kinds of punishment
inflicted. Other forms of punishment such as payment of fines and corporal punishment
existed alongside imprisonment.
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Offences and Number of people confined in Lagos Prison, 18631871(Source: Paul Osifodunrin, Property Crime in nineteenth century
Lagos)
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Table 2:

Number of Summary Convictions for Various Classes of Offences and the
kind of Punishment Inflicted 1873 (Source: Lagos Blue Book, 1873)

Criminals in Lagos devised several techniques for accomplishing their goals
without being caught by the police or identified by members of the public. In a study on
nineteenth century Lagos, Onyeka Nwanunobi described two common strategies adopted
by criminals. First, thieves took up the habit of digging through entrances of mud houses,
warehouses and stores. Second, robbers deliberately lit fires to their victim’s property in
order to facilitate their flight from the scene of crime. In May 1883, for instance, robbers
burnt down the door leading into Jacob Williams’ store in Marina. They successfully
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made away with several goods and company items. Also, in October 1883 marauding
thieves burnt down a store owned by Messer William Brothers and Co after carting away
bottles of gin and other alcoholic drinks.203
Criminal activities in Lagos affected both the affluent and the poor. Thieves visited
both the lowly and the mighty. Spencer Brown argued in his study that individuals who
did not own businesses were not spared from the reach of the underworld. He stated: “it
was not uncommon for a man and his wife to be removed from their bed, either bound
and gagged or rendered unconscious by a narcotic, and then left in the public street for
their neighbors to find the next morning.”204 The most targeted group, however, were the
affluent members of the society including European traders, African immigrants,
educated elites as well as local merchants. After all, these people possessed everything
criminals wished to own.
The problem of crime in Lagos was further compounded by the rise of criminal
gangs in the 1880s. Gangs from neighboring communities trickled into Lagos in large
numbers.205 For instance, criminals purged from Abeokuta and Ilorin found safe havens
in Lagos.206 Some of them settled at Ebute Metta, Apapa, Iganmu and Isale Eko. The
Civil Police Force could not manage bands of criminals in these areas partly because the

203 C. Onyema Nwanunobi, “Incendiarism and Other Fires in Nineteenth Century Lagos (1863-1888),”
Africa 60 (1990): 116.
204 Spencer Hunter Brown, “A History of the People of Lagos, 18652-1886,” PhD diss., Northwestern
University, 1995), 70.
205 A government report listed the ethnicities of the most notorious gang of criminals that operated in
Lagos. The list includes the following: Barba, Ibonna, Kroo, Bonny, Egba, Hausa, Sierra Leone, Fanti,
Ijesha, and Awori, migrants from St Helena, Owo, Ijolo and Idoko. LOC, Lagos Annual Report, 1887.
206 Paul Osifodunrin, “Escapee Criminals and Crime Control in Southwestern Nigeria,” in IFRA Special
Research Issue ed., IFRA (Ibadan: French Special Research Issue, 2005). 63.
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only civil police station was located at Olowogbowo.207 Police work was further
hampered by the absence of street lights in Lagos; police men who worked at night did so
at their own risk. To make matters worse, criminal gangs were offered protection at night
by some affluent members of the local community. In October 1883, a reporter for the
Times, a local newspaper, wrote: “It is transparent now that some who are esteemed
respectable keep gangs of thieves whom they employ to steal and rob for them and whom
they pay with a portion of the property they succeed to bring together.”208
From 1865 to 1890, the crime wave in Lagos reached record high and secured
wide spread coverage in Lagos newspapers. On October 21 1865, the Anglo African
recorded that there was “scarcely a dwelling occupied by civilized people which has not
been entered into and robbed.”209 A concerned local citizen noted in a Lagos newspaper
in 1891 that “recent numerous daring burglaries have contributed to force the general
unsafeness of the town upon our notice, and impel us to urge for better and increased
measures for protection.”210
Educated Lagosians expressed their lack of confidence in the colonial government
and the civil police. In fact, they believed that members of the civil police collaborated
with criminals to perpetrate their evil acts. A letter written by concerned educated elites
to Lord Derby, the Colonial Secretary explicitly stated that “the police force supposed to
be for protection is useless for that purpose; it has among its members men known to be

207 Brown, “A History of the People of Lagos,” 388.
208 Echeruo, Victorian Lagos: Aspects of Nineteenth Century Lagos Life, 21.
209 Nwanunobi, “Incendiarism and Other Fires,”115.
210 Echeruo, Victorian Lagos: Aspects of Nineteenth Century Lagos Life, 21.
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thieves.”211 Educated elites acknowledged the inefficiency of colonial agencies in
tackling the problem of crime in the colony. They were quick to point out that indigenous
forms of punishment practiced among Yoruba groups in the Lagos protectorate offered a
lasting solution to the problem of crime better than agencies established by the colonial
government. A reporter for the Times commented in October 1883:
we know that in the much larger countries of Abeokuta
and Ibadan, independent native states, the amount of
flagrant crimes is less than it is with us; but we do not
lose sight of the fact that the summary executions which
they deal out for murders, incendiarism, thefts and
robberies, and the exposure of the bodies of the executed
to public dishonor…have a very deterrent effect.212
Criminals exposed the limits of colonial policing in the city of Lagos. Colonial
administrators, with the exception of Governor Glover, did little to address the problem
of insecurity in Lagos. Glover tried to reduce crime by appointing local men to stand
guard at police posts stationed in different rural communities such as Ewu, Isasi, Isolo,
Janike, Agbara, Ojo, Oto, Igando, Werakum and Onibeju.213 He also increased the size of
the police force. After Glover left office in 1872, however, his successors could not
sustain his security projects. The hands of colonial administrators were literally tied
because the colony of Lagos was merged with Sierra Leone in 1866 and then with the
Gold Coast in 1883. Under these circumstances, it was difficult for administrators to push
for drastic security reforms or provide funds to ensure the protection of Lagosians.

211 Ibid., 22.
212 Ibid., 22.
213 Osifodunrin, “Property Crime in Nineteenth Century Lagos,19.
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Important decisions regarding the Lagos colony were made from a headquarters located
in a distant geographical location.
Emergence of Broad Street Prison in Colonial Lagos
The increase in crime rate coupled with prison escapes convinced British officials
that Faji prison could not sustain the colonial carceral project. Not only was the prison
overcrowded, it lacked adequate cells needed for accommodating the large number of
offenders confined for short administrative sentences. In 1867, Faji prison was closed
down and the site was reconstituted into a permanent workshop for the colonial
engineer.214 From 1867 to 1872, colonial officials considered the possibility of
establishing a new prison in Lagos. In 1871 John Glover, the administrator of the colony
reported that prison conditions were unfavorable and stated:
until a more suitable building is erected, it will be
impossible to apply any improved system of
discipline, or expect any marked result to be
produced on the minds of the criminal classes which
the enforcement of a more deterrent mode of
punishment within the walls might bring about.215
In 1872, John Glover, found a temporary solution to the problem. He authorized
officials in the prison department to covert two rented buildings, located in different
geographical areas of the colony, into prisons. The first, situated in Marina, replaced Faji
prison and received criminals. The second prison, also known as the Debtors prison, was

214 CRL, Annual Report Lagos Colony and Protectorate, 1867.
215 CRL, Annual Report Lagos Colony and Protectorate, 1872.
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situated in the Western end of Lagos. As its name implies, the prison was used solely for
the incarceration of debtors. 216
The new criminal prison was not entirely different from Faji prison. The only
notable difference was that it had more space than the old colonial prison. In addition,
unlike what obtained in Faji prison, a form of rudimentary classification was introduced
to the criminal prison. Prisoners were classified into two categories: long and short term
offenders. Furthermore, some attempt was made to ensure the separation of male
prisoners and female prisoners. In spite of these changes, the association system
prevailed. Juveniles were confined in the same space with adult prisoners. Also untried
prisoners and those detained for want of sureties congregated and shared the same space
with condemned criminals.217 Lunatics admitted into the prison or prisoners who became
insane during the course of imprisonment also shared the same space with other class of
prisoners.218 Prison escapes continued unabated even though warders and constables
drawn from the Hausa Constabulary Force visited the prison with their guns and lanterns
at night.219
By 1874, it was evident to European administrators that the make shift experiment
was a failure. The hired gaols were largely inadequate and unsuitable; they could not
sustain the ever growing prison population.220 It did not take long for the government to
approve the construction of a new criminal prison. According to colonial annual reports,
216 CRL, Lagos Blue Book (Lagos: Government Printer, 1870).
217 CRL, Annual Report Lagos Colony and Protectorate, 1878.
218 Ibid.
219 CRL, Lagos Blue Book (Lagos: Government Printer, 1873).
220 CRL, Annual Report Lagos Colony and Protectorate, 1874.
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Governor Glover asked a captain Sale to submit plans for the erection of a new prison.221
Construction work on the new prison, referred to as Broad Street prison, began in 1875
and was completed in 1879.
Unlike the make shift prisons built earlier, Broad street prison covered a fair
amount of space. However, the prison lacked architectural originality and modern
equipments.222 It was enclosed by a wall made with mud. The wall surrounded three
buildings. These buildings were further divided into eight rooms to hold prisoners. An
area within the prison was marked as the exercise and work yard.223 According to Alan
Milner, the physical structure of Broad street prison was “inadequate to maintain even the
elementary theoretical classification.”224 Within the prison only a chain-like fencing
separated condemned prisoners from awaiting trial prisoners. Clearly, colonial authorities
did not invest much fund in the construction of the Broad Street prison.

The Colonial Penal System and Reform Initiatives in the Western World
Bolanle Awe, in her study on the evolution of the Nigerian prison system, argued
that prisons established by British officials during the colonial period followed the
metropolitan model. She stated that “the same type of discipline, the same rules and
regulations, and staffs trained in the British tradition were introduced.”225 Awe takes this

221 Ibid.
222 Dior Konate, “A History of the Penal State in Senegal: Repressive Architectures and the Life of Prison
Detainees from the 19th Century to the Present,” (PhD diss., University of Wisconsin, 2006), 123.
223 Kunle Akinsemoyin and Alan Richard-Vaughan, Building Lagos (Lagos: F&A Services, 1977), n.p.
224 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 288.
225 Awe, “The History of the Prison System in Nigeria,” p. 4.
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position without making any reference to penological developments in Britain and in
other parts of the Western World. This study takes a different position on the matter. It
contends that colonial officials borrowed certain practices from the English penal system;
however, differences between the two systems outweighed similarities. In fact, the prison
system that operated in colonial Southern Nigeria differed remarkably in theory and
practice to those that existed in Britain. Colonial officials could not meet up with the
metropolitan standard due to lack of funds and absence of a coherent penal philosophy.
Moreover, political, cultural, social and economic realities of the colonial world
necessitated the need to modify metropolitan penal practice.
The penal system established in colonial Nigeria was cut off from the penal
reform movement which started in Europe in the 1820s.226 The activism of penal
reformers such as John Howard, Jonas Hanway, William Blackburn, Paul Onesiphorous,
Jeremy Bentham, William Allen, Joseph Gurney and Elizabeth Fry did not have any
significant effect in the Nigerian colonial context. Colonial officials in Lagos could not
be bothered by rhetoric championed by penal reformers. They were much more interested
in seeing to it that raw materials reached Britain. Thus, they invested money in economic
project that boosted production drive. Also, they provided funds for defense projects
aimed at protecting Europeans from the local populace.

226 Frank Dikotter and Ian Brown, Cultures of Confinement: A History of Prison in Africa, Asia and Latin
America (New York: Cornell University Press, 2007), 7.
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Penal reformers in the Western world gave confinement a moral purpose227 and
called for the transformation of prisons into sites of correction and education.
Unfortunately, all the prisons established in colonial Lagos failed to focus on these two
components. Broad street prison, for instance, did not serve as a site of correction and
education. Colonial officials did not consider the education of prisoners a top priority.
The project of educating prisoners was often pushed aside on the pretext that the
government lacked adequate funds. James Johnson, an influential Sierra Leone immigrant
and member of the Legislative Council, tabled the issue of prisoners’ reformation through
education before colonial officials in 1889. He commented in his report that a stay at
Lagos prison “did not have the effect of reforming convicts; there had been many cases
of re-convictions, and the numbers in gaols had also increased.”228 He called for
instructions in religion, reading and writings for prisoners. Governor Denton shelved the
idea on the grounds that the Secretary of State would not approve any expenditure
introduced into the estimates under the head.”229
Long before the first prison emerged in Lagos, the British adopted a system of
confinement known as the separate system. The separate system as a carceral approach or
a form of prison discipline originated in Philadelphia USA at the Walnut Prison in 1829.
Advocates of this system require that penal authorities follow certain principles including
the following: first, prisoners were to be placed under solitary confinement and in
227 Robert Evans, The Fabrication of Virtue: English Prison Architecture, 1750-1850 (London:
Cambridge University, 1982), 1.
228 CSO 7/1 Vol.II, Minutes of the Legislative Council Meeting held at the Governor House on 29
October, 1889 cited in Ademola Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 55.
229 Ibid.
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complete isolation. This means that prisoners were expected to spend twenty three hours
a day in the cell and spend one hour in the exercise yard. Second, the system prohibited
verbal and non verbal forms of communication among prisoners.230 Third, the system
placed emphasis on the reformation of an individual prisoner through rigorous and
unproductive manual labor. The process that led to the adoption of the separate system
does not come under the purview of this study. The topic has been adequately addressed
by a number of historians. 231 The important point here is that the separate system was
eventually adopted in Britain after it was pushed to the fore by 1835 report of a
Committee of the House of Lords.232
The Colonial Office recommended and called for the adoption of the separate
system in Lagos on different occasions. Officials sent in circulars and memos to the
effect. In 1865, for instance, a report calling for the adoption of the principles of
unproductive penal labor, strict regulation of diet and solitary confinement reached the
administrator of Lagos.233 John Glover in his response to the Colonial Office made it
clear that solitary confinement and separation of prisoners could not be achieved in the
absence of good infrastructure. The annual report of the colony of Lagos showed that the
Colonial Office continued to push for the adoption of the separate system in the 1870s
230 Casella, Archaeology of Institutional Confinement, 27-29.
231 There were two leading systems of incarceration in the 1820s. Apart from the separate system, there
was the silent separate. The silent system was practiced in New York at the Auburn Penitentiary. The two
systems vied for supporters in different parts of the Western World. British Penal Reformers debated at
length on the benefits and weakness of both philosophies of incarceration. For more information on the
debate see, U.R.Q Henriques, “The Rise and Decline of the Separate System of Prison Discipline,” Past &
Present 54 (1972): 61-93;
232 Norval Morris and David Rothman, ed., The Oxford History of the Prison (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 100.
233 CO 854/7, Circular of 21 January, 1865, cited in Ademola Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 37.
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but the proposal was not implemented by officials in Lagos. The separate system was not
put to use in the Broad Street Prison; prisoners continued to live in crude and toxic
association wards.234
It is possible to argue that the history of the penal system in colonial Lagos is a
history of failed attempts to reach the standard of the British penal system. From 1875
colonial officials tried to reconfigure the penal system by introducing new policies,
nevertheless, little success was achieved. The system hardly corresponded with the
metropolitan model. In order to enforce rigorous and calculated labor in Broad Street
prison, the shot drill was introduced in 1876. According to the 1876 Lagos blue book
report, prison officials intended to put all prisoners on the shot drill for three hours from
3.30 to 5pm at every ten minutes.235 The shot drill, however, was not constantly put to use
in the new criminal prison. The mechanical device was under-utilized and was eventually
rendered ineffective for lack of use.236 Non penal labor such as book binding for
government departments, screen, basket and mat-making and street cleaning remained the
dominant form of labor practiced in the Broad Street Prison.237
In an attempt to place the penal policy in Lagos in line with the British penal
system, colonial officials established guidelines for prison operation by enacting the
Prisons Ordinance Act of 1876. The ordinance, patterned after the English Prison Act of
1865, was the first legislation formulated to guide penal procedure and the incarceration

234 CRL, Lagos Blue Book, 1876.
235 CRL, Lagos Blue Book, 1876.
236 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 42.
237 CRL, Annual Report of the Lagos Colony, 1895.
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of criminals in the colony.238 It called for the strict supervision of prisoners and adoption
of hard labor, all based on the principle of the separate system. Furthermore, it
established rules regarding the duties of penal officers. It also set out procedures on the
following penal issues: removal of prisoners; treatment of lunatic prisoners; prisoners’
welfare; infraction of penal rules; escapes from prison; corporal punishment; sentence of
death; and prisoner welfare. Furthermore, the ordinance prescribed two types of hard
labor. The first kind of hard labor required that all prisoners use the shot drill, carry and
break stones. The second kind of hard labor required prisoners to engage in non-penal
labor such as mat-making, sweeping the prison yard and street cleaning. Furthermore,
the ordinance called for the separation of female prisoners from male prisoners, the
separation of juveniles under 14 years of age from adult prisoners, the separation of
debtors from criminals and the separation of awaiting trial prisoners from other class of
prisoners.239
It was one thing for rules to be written, it was another for rules to be followed to
the letter. The Prison ordinance hardly reflected in penal practice. In Broad Street prison,
penal authorities continued to subject prisoners to the manual form of penal labor instead
of the type that prevailed in Britain. Instead of the separate system, prisoners were kept
in wards based on the principles of the association system. Only a brick wall separated
male prisoners from female prisoners. It was not until the 1890s, following the re238 Charles Mwalimu, The Nigerian Legal System: Private Law Volume II (New York: Peter Lang, 2009),
936.
239 George Stallard and Edward Harrison, Ordinances, and Orders, and Rules there under, in force in the
Colony of Lagos on December 31st, 1893 with an appendix containing the letters patent constituting the
Colony, and the Instructions accompanying them, various acts of Parliament, Orders in the Queen in
Council Treaties and Proclamations (London: Stevens &Sons, 1894).
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building of the Broad Street prison, that a more standardized form of classification along
the lines of the separate system was attempted with little success.

Figure 2:

Broad Street Prison
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Figure 3:

Area View of Broad Street Prison
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Figure 4:

A block of cells, Old Broad Street Prison
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Figure 5:

Aerial and Close view of Broad Street Prison
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Figure 6:

Gallow, Broad Street Prison
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Figure 7:

Block of Cells, Broad Street Prison
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Prisons established in Southern differed not only in terms of the classificatory
system adopted but also in terms of architectural design. All the prisons built in Lagos
did not follow the metropolitan model. In an interesting scholarly piece, Dior Konate,
argued that prisons established by Europeans in colonial Senegal proved to be hybrid
institutions that failed to meet the standards of the metropolitan prison.”240 He added that
colonial prisons showed a pronounced “coloniality” and “Africanity,” evolving into a
hybrid form of architecture.241 They had geography but lacked geometry.242 This
statement gives expression to the prison architecture adopted in Lagos as well as other
parts of Southern Nigeria during the colonial period.
The architectural design of Lagos prison was not patterned after many of the
designs advocated by Western prison reformers. The prison did not follow the panoptic
design proposed by Jeremy Bentham in 1791. There were no watch towers, no
technology for surveilling every prisoner’s move, no rigorous technology of punishment
and no speaking tubes and no separation of mild offenders from habitual criminals. A
number of scholarly works have shown that the British did not adopt Jeremy Bentham’s
panoptic design either at home or in overseas colonies.243 Instead British authorities
favored the cross or radial plan (also known as the star shaped arrangements). This plan

240 Konate, A History of the Penal State in Senegal: Repressive Architectures and the Life of Prison
Detainees from the 19th Century to the Present, 13.
241 Ibid, 7.
242 Ibid, 124.
243 Jacqueline Wilson, Prison: Cultural Memory and Dark Tourism (New York: Peter Lang, 2008), 36;
Norman Johnstone, Forms of Constraint: A History of Prison Architecture (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 2000), 41-42.
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was not adopted in the Lagos colony. Overtime, the British also borrowed penal
architectural designs from different parts of the Western world.
To reiterate, colonial prisons established in Lagos as in other parts of Southern
Nigeria did not follow the architectural layout of Pentonville prison which from 1842
onward emerged as the standard British prison. Pentonville prison situated in north
London was erected between 1840 and 1842 by the British Home Department. Its
architectural plan was copied in places such as India, Malta, Canada, Burma and
Australia. According to Evans, Pentonville was impressive for its complexity and not for
its originality. He added:
Everything about it had been conceived with forethought, care and
precision for the purpose of amending the criminal mind, a process
referred to as reformation of character. On the one hand walls were
raised of ever greater solidity, at an ever increasing frequency with
ever more cunning to compartmentalize and separate inmates; the
cell became all important. On the other hand great tunnels of space
lined with a dense network of sophisticated services were stretched
throughout the prison to give all 520 cells an exactly equal status,
to maintain their solitude and to reunify them under the gaze of the
governor who occupied the very centre. The entire prison was
under the scrutiny and jurisdiction, yet the convicts within their
cells though they could be spied locally by warders, or interrogated
by the chaplain, was removed from view.244
In Pentonville, prisoners were confined in separate cells. Prison wards were
designed in such a way to discourage communications between prisoners. Solitary
confinement was taken seriously. Fig 8 shows the simple prison plan adopted in the
colony of Lagos. Broad street prison was patterned after Britain’s classic and outmoded
eighteenth century architectural prison design mainly because colonial officials were
244 Evans, The Fabrication of Virtue: English Prison Architecture, 1750-1820, 3-4.
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unwilling to spend money on copying the metropolitan standard. Western reformers
created prison designs out of the need to reform and amend the character of prisoner.
They placed emphasis on the separation of inmates into different cells. Colonial officials
in Lagos, on the other hand, did not give much thought to the reformation and positive
transformation of colonial prisoners. In 1885 when colonial officials decided to
reconstruct Broad Street prison, they did not consider adopting the standard metropolitan
architectural plan. All they wanted was a prison that would be strong enough to prevent
prisoners from escaping. 245
Broad Street Prison reconstruction began in 1886 and ended in the late 1890s.
Upon completion, the new prison, lauded by colonial officials as “the finest in West
Africa,” 246 had the following features: cell blocks, solitary cell blocks, an administrative
block, a hospital, a paint store, gallows, one industrial yard, a mortuary and a number of
condemned cells.247 The prison design was in no way comparable to the Pentonville
prison in North London. It is important to state here that the new prison design allowed,
for the first time, for the separation of Africans from European prisoners. In the past, the
regular practice was to either lock European prisoners in a room attached to the
administrative block or transfer them to prisons in Britain.248 These arrangements

245 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 259.
246 There were other prison aside the Lagos prison. The 1876 Ordinance mentions the existence of prison
at Epe, Badagry, Palma and Leckie. All of these smaller prisoners were shut down completely in 1878.
247 Akinsemoyin, Building Lagos, 66-67.
248 This policy was later given expression in Cap.34 Regulation 10 P.278 of Volume III of the Laws of
Nigeria. Nigerian Archives Ibadan (thereafter NAI), CSO 26 06507.Vol XI, “Secretary Southern Provinces
to the Chief Secretary to the Government: European Convicts, 4th October 1926.
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changed with the new prison design. For the first time, a separate cell was created for
European prisoners.249
In spite of adjustments made to the physical structure of Broad street prison, penal
officials could not fully establish the separate system in Lagos. Instead what they did was
to run the prison by combining some principles of the separate system with the
association system. By 1891, penal authorities began to use solitary confinement as
punishment for infraction of rules. Also, colonial documents reveal that Broad street
prison had in place 161 separate cells and two association wards. Convicted prisoners
were confined in the separate cells while untried prisoners and debtors were placed in the
associated wards. Penal authorities also continued to enforce the separation of female
and male prisoners. A new prison was built at Ikoyi for female prisoners. According to a
colonial report, the prison consisted of eight separate cells, a hospital ward, associated
wards, warder’s quarters, kitchen and usual outbuildings.250 This put a stop to the
practice of confining women alongside men under the supervision of male guards.
Replicating the metropolitan model became even more challenging for officials in
Lagos when the Gladstone Committee Report placed the British penal system on a new
pedestal. It is important to briefly describe events that led to the creation of this important
report. From 1870 onward the British penal system, then under the supervision of
Edmund Du Cane, came under public scrutiny. Many concerned citizens exposed the

249 Available evidence suggests that the separation of European prisoners from African prisoners had long
been the norm. It was practiced in both Faaji and Broad Street prison. Penal authorities often designated
specific rooms for the confinement of Europeans. Also, Europeans got preferential treatment. Their diet or
food ration had more nutritional value than the ones given to African prisoners; Bernault in Dikotter, 55
250 CRL, Annual Report Colony of Lagos, 1896.
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evils associated with Du Cane’s policy of ‘hard labor, hard fare and hard bed’ in British
prisons. They criticized the separate system as an ineffective means of dealing with
prisoners because it promoted recidivism and failed to address the problem of crime.251
In addition, they pointed at the level of inhumanity recorded in British prisons.252 Their
arguments show that the British penal system was far from perfection even with the
reformist impulses that influenced its operations. The heated public debate on Du Cane’s
policies led Lord Salisbury, the Prime Minister, to put together a Departmental
Committee on prisons under the chairmanship of Herbert Gladstone. After several
months of deliberations and investigation, the committee submitted their report to the
government in 1895.
Members of the Gladstone Committee pushed to the fore a new penal policy
based on two important themes: deterrence and rehabilitation. Both goals aimed at
emphasizing the reformative power of prisons and reducing recidivism. To achieve these
goals, several recommendations were highlighted including the abolition of the treadmill,
reduced solitary confinement for prisoners, better diet and proper classification of
prisoners, educational opportunities for prisoners, establishment of juvenile homes for
young offenders and an after-care program for released prisoners. 253 The Gladstone
Committee report shaped British penal system for the next half century. It provided

251 Christopher Harding, “The Inevitable end of a Discredited System? The Origins of the Gladstone
Committee Report on Prisons,” The Historical Journal 31 (1988): 593.
252 Michael Roth, Prisons and Prison Systems: A Global Encyclopedia (New York: Greenwood
Publishing Group, 2006), 98.
253 John Hostettler, A History of Criminal Justice in England and Wales (United Kingdom: Waterside
Press, 2009), 244-245. Roth, Prisons and Prison Systems: A Global Encyclopedia, 98.
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direction for reforms and laid the foundation of a penal regime that sought for the
integration of the prisoner back into the society.254
John Arthur argued in an interesting study that the Gladstone Report did not bring
about any sweeping change to the penal system of British West African colonies. He
stated that “rehabilitation as a rationale for punishment” was not introduced into African
colonies instead penal authorities in British colonies emphasized the retributive mode of
punishment. Likewise the custodial model that emphasized security, discipline and order
remained dominant in the Gold Coast, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and the Gambia.255 The only
recommendation made in the 1895 report that manifested in Lagos was the mark system.
The system, which was introduced in 1897 was a reward based program that promoted
good conduct and facilitated a faster process for discharging prisoners’ from prison.
Under this program, each day of a prisoner’s sentence was represented by six marks. A
prisoner could earn more marks for hard work and for obeying prison rules. As soon as
the prisoner’s mark reaches a number greater than six times the number of days of the
term of original sentence, such a prisoner could then apply for the remission of sentence
and release from prison.256
Other recommendations from the report were largely ignored in Lagos. The long
established practice of flogging and confining juveniles in adult prisons continued
unabated. In fact, questions regarding the management of juvenile delinquents would not

254 Kercher, The Kenya Penal System: Past, Present and Prospect, 257.
255 Arthur, “Development of Penal Policy in British West Africa: Exploring the Colonial Dimension,”
198.
256Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 52.
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command the attention of colonial administrators until after the Second World War. Also,
penal officials continued to confine lunatics alongside other prisoners. In 1878 a lunacy
ward or cell in Lagos prison admitted several criminal and civil lunatics.257

257 CRL, Annual Report, Colony of Lagos 1878.
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Figure 8:

Architectural Plan, Lagos Prison

Figure 9:

Lagos Prison
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Figure 10:

Administrative Block, Lagos Prison
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Penal Confinement in the Niger Coast Protectorate
Thus far this study has examined the emergence of the prison system in the first
jurisdictional area established by British agents during the nineteenth century. It is now
imperative to examine the emergence of penal institutions in the Niger Coast
Protectorate, another jurisdictional area administered by representatives of the British
government in Southern Nigeria. As indicated earlier, following the abolition of the slave
trade, Britain established a naval base at Fernando Po with the intent to see to the
termination of the slave trade on one hand and to promote the so-called legitimate
commerce on the other hand.
In fulfilling these duties, British agents visited different parts of West Africa
including the area first described as the Oil Rivers Protectorate which later became
known as the Niger Coast Protectorate. This vast area, stretching from Benin River on the
north-west to Cameroons River on the south, included indigenous states such as Benin,
New Calabar, Opobo, Bonny, Andoni, Kwa Ibo, Old Calabar and several kingdoms in the
Niger Delta area.258 British agents maintained an informal political and economic
influence in these areas. In political terms, British consuls and naval officers moved
ahead of other European powers by securing trade agreements and entering into treaties
of “protection” with representatives of several indigenous states. In economic terms, the
region witnessed the presence of numerous British merchants, the so called Palm Oil
Ruffians, struggling to obtain raw materials in the hinterland and set up business firms.

258 William Greary, Nigeria under British Rule (London: Frank Cass, 1965), 68.
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How and when did prisons emerge in this vast area? What events led to the
development and organization of a colonial prison system in the area? The history of the
colonial prison in the Niger Coast Protectorate cannot be divorced from the history of
British involvement in the area. In the mid 1800s, the Niger Coast Protectorate welcomed
many British merchants. Many of these merchants stayed in the area in order to monitor
their businesses and seek for ways to gain access to more raw materials. Although British
consuls and military personnel were actively involved in the area, the British government
did not establish any formal political machinery in the area.
The absence of a formal government machinery encouraged local traders as well as
European traders to take laws into their hands. Local traders received goods on trust,
incurred heavy debt and refused to deliver palm oil to European creditors. Likewise,
some European merchants tried to boycott local middlemen and even refused to pay
“comey” (gifts) and shake-hands imposed by local rulers. By 1850, local chiefs in Bonny
and other kingdoms were already wary of Europeans as they did not receive stipends
promised by European captains and stipulated in signed treaties.
In finding solution to problems arising from commercial relations, British merchants
constituted courts of equity. The first court of equity emerged in Bonny in 1854. By
1870 similar courts emerged in Brass, Benin, Okrika, Opobo and Calabar. These courts
comprised mostly of influential members of the European mercantile community. Local
merchants occasionally made appearances at the court but they were not appointed as
adjudicators. Courts of equity followed an informal model as participation was voluntary
and unofficial. No body of laws regulated the affairs of European adjudicators. Also,
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there were no agencies created to ensure that rulings of the court were properly enforced.
Consequently, many Europeans and local traders failed to recognize the authority of the
court. However, despite the loose arrangement, courts of equity achieved some success in
maintaining law and order. They helped in putting in place some measure of control on
trading practices, settling disputes, and punishing European and local traders for corrupt
trade practices.259
It is expected that prisons would exist wherever courts of equity operate. However,
this rule did not apply in the Oil Rivers region; a well ordered or organized prison system
was not put in place in the 1850s. This situation is understandable considering the fact
that the British government did not set up administrative apparatus to enforce laws and
maintain order. However, available evidence show that penalties inflicted by the courts of
equity included fines, imposition of trade restrictions as well as sentences of
imprisonment. This means that some rudimentary form of penal confinement was
practiced even in the absence of government administration. Local traders as well as
European merchants were confined on ships and hulks. They were also confined in
factories and cargo depots owned by European merchants. A European merchant at Old
Calabar reportedly imprisoned a local debtor, Archibong, on board his hulk in 1859.260
Occasionally, offenders were also confined in military ships.
Courts of equity established by Europeans exercised limited authority. On several
occasions, Europeans undermined court decisions by ignoring sanctions and local traders

259 Adewoye, The Judicial System in Southern Nigeria, 1854-1954, 35.
260 Greary, Nigeria under British Rule, 77.
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disregarded rulings made by court judges. To put a check on the lawlessness of European
supercargoes, the British government decided to define the legal status of the consul and
the courts of equity. This was done through the promulgation of the 1872 Order in
Council. This order represented the first attempt on the part of the British to formally
regulate political and economic affairs in the Oil Rivers.
What were the provisions of the 1872 Order in Council? The order subjected all
courts established at Old Calabar, Bonny, Cameroons, New Calabar, Opobo and the
Benin Rivers to the supervision of the British consul at Fernando Po. It also accorded the
consul the power to intervene in disputes between Europeans. The important point to note
here is that the order empowered the Consul to “execute and enforce, by fine,
imprisonment or banishment, the observance of the stipulation of any treaty, convention
or agreement made or to be made between Great Britain and local chiefs.”261 This means
that the Consul could punish by inflicting sentences of imprisonment.
Available evidence shows that British consuls banished and imprisoned several local
leaders, especially those who opposed their economic and political interest. In 1906, over
one hundred and twenty local leaders (referred to by officials as political prisoners) were
detained in prison.262 Lord Beecroft banished King Pepple of Bonny after he declared
was on the Kalabari people. European agents did not support the war because it
threatened economic stability in the area. In 1887 Acting Consul Johnstone opposed King
Ja Ja of Opobo for restricting Europeans from gaining access to the markets of

261 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 57.
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Ohombela, Obako and Azumera. He wrote several letters to the Foreign Office, calling
for the banishment of King Ja Ja and his followers. His actions eventually motivated the
British government to take action. Consequently, Jaja of Opobo was eventually detained
on board a British ship and was later deported to the West Indies. A letter written by
Johnstone to King Ja Ja in 1888 shows that European consuls detained many local leaders
on European naval ships. The letter stated:
I hereby order, as a punishment to the chiefs and people
of Opobo for their recent action at the markets, that they
do seize and hand over within three weeks from today as
a prisoner for trial to Lieutenant and Commander Pelly of
her Majesty’s Ship “Goshawk,” the man Ekike Notsho,
whom JaJa recently made chief at Ohombela.263
Britain gave consuls power to administer justice and supervise affairs on the coast yet
no real effective government was established in the Oil Rivers. Administrative
government was only possible by means of the gun-boat. This means that there was still
no officially recognized prison system in the area. It was not until after the British laid
claim to the Oil Rivers area (during the Berlin Conference of 1885) that legal provision
allowed for the creation of a penal system through the 1889 Africa Order-in-Council. An
article in the order stipulated that “Every Court and authority in imposing and inflicting
punishments shall have regard…to the punishments imposed by the law of England in
like cases, and the mode in which the same are inflicted in England.”264 Furthermore, the
order empowered the Commissioner and Consul General “to make regulations of the
263 “The King of Bonny to Acting Consul Johnstone” in British Parliamentary Papers: Reports and
Correspondence on the Niger Coast Protectorate and Surrounding Territories, 1888-1889 (Ireland: Irish
University Press, 1971), 100.
264 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 57.
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governance, visitation, care and superintendence of prisons.”265 It also made it lawful for
the consular court “by order of warrant or under the seal of the court, to appoint any
building or place specified in such order or warrant to be a prison.”266
A prison system emerged after the British Government declared the Oil Rivers
area and parts of the Niger Delta as a protectorate. In 1892, after Major Sir Macdonald
became the Consul General and Commissioner of the protectorate, a formalized system
of administration emerged. Macdonald created different government departments
including the customs department, postal and parcel post department, botanical
department and Marine department. In addition, a military department also known as the
Niger Coast Protectorate Force was created. The force consisted mainly of Yoruba and
Kroo men enlisted from Lagos Colony, Ibadan and Ilesha.267 A rudimentary prison
department developed alongside the aforementioned departments.
The first prison appeared in Calabar, the capital of the protectorate. Prisoners
were initially placed in cells attached to the military barracks. Apart from military
barracks, other buildings housed colonial prisoners. Some studies suggest that slave
depots – used to confine slaves during the Atlantic Slave Trade – were converted into
prisons.268 Between 1893 and 1895, the administration built a prison in Calabar.
Information gleaned from colonial annual reports show that prisons were also established
in several districts in the Niger Coast Protectorate including Old Calabar, Degema and
265 Ibid.
266 Francis Edward Hodges, Consular Jurisdiction in Her Majesty’s Protectorate of the Niger Coast: with
index to the Africa Orders-in-Council, 1889, 1892, and 1893 (London: Steven & Sons, 1895), 11.
267 Report on the Administration of the Niger Coast Protectorate, August 1891 to August 1894.
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Sapele. In 1897 all the prisons in the protectorate confined about 513 prisoners. On 31st
March, 1897, there were in the aforementioned prisons 99 convicted and 10 unconvicted,
which, with those, discharged, escaped and died, makes up to 610. The annual report of
1898 revealed that the colonial government approved the erection of another prison in
Benin City. The report also mentioned several lock-ups established in Opobo, Warri and
Sapele that served as sites of incarceration.269
In regard to the administration of prison, a colonial report mentioned the existence of
a gaoler, three clerks, a storekeeper and a European officer. According to the report,
prisons established in outstations were manned by keepers of prisons and sometimes by
court messengers.270 The prison system in force in the protectorate was based on the
association system. Prisoners slept together in wards. No attempt was made to separate
offenders using a standardized system of classification. Emphasis was placed on the need
for prisoners to engage in some form of prison labor. Thus, prisoners were employed to
undertake labor within and outside the confines of the prison yard. Prisoners helped in
building European homes and government departments. They were also employed for
street cleaning, swamp clearing, washing latrines and bush clearing.
Prisons established in different parts of the Niger Coast Protectorate functioned
primarily as instruments of social control used for detaining people who hindered access
to raw materials and those who opposed colonial authority. Historical records reveal that
British officials, with the help of the military force, launched several expeditions against

269 CRL, Annual Report on the Niger Coast Protectorate, 1898-1899.
270 Ibid.
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several indigenous groups in the Oil Rivers Protectorate. Many local leaders and their
followers who dared to oppose British rule ended up in prison. In 1894, for instance,
British forces led an expedition led against Chief Nana Olomu of Itsekiri.271 After the
attack, Chief Nana was incarcerated and eventually deported to the Gold Coast. Nimbe
leaders who attacked the Niger Company’s station at Akassa also ended up in prison.
Also, Ologbosheri, a chief in the Benin Kingdom, who commanded the party of
dissidents that massacred Europeans, was imprisoned and eventually executed.

The Penal Regime of the Royal Niger Company
British agents established prisons along the Niger and Benue area. Like in the
case of Lagos and the Oil Rivers Protectorate, the history of the modern prison system
along the Niger and Benue area is intricately linked with the history of British
involvement in the area. How did the British establish their dominance in this area and
what processes led to the development of a prison system in the area? What function did
the prison serve?
The British enjoyed political and economic leverage along the Niger and Benue
Rivers before European rivalry for dominance in the area intensified. British explorers,
for one, navigated the area before any group of Europeans from other Western nations
arrived on scene. Mungo Park journeyed from Timbuktu to the Niger in 1805; Hugh
Clapperton traced the Niger River to Hausaland in the 1820s; Richard Lander explored

271 Obaro Ikime, “Sir Claude Macdonald in the Niger Coast Protectorate: A Reassessment,” Odu n.s
3 (1970): 35.
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the Niger River up to the Benue Confluence; and John Lander, following after his
brother’s footsteps, discovered the mouth of Niger as he travelled from Bussa to a
territory in the Niger Delta. Second, a British trader by the name Macgregor Laird
secured British dominance when he established commercial relations with indigenous
groups inhabiting the banks of the River Niger. In the 1850s and 1860s, British informal
authority in the Niger and Benue area remained largely unchallenged. Reluctantly, the
British government set up a consulate at Lokoja. The consulate did not last long. In 1869
the British government abandoned the political experiment at Lokoja and asked officials
to return home.
The termination of the consulate did not bring an end to the political advantage
enjoyed by the British on and around the Niger and Benue Rivers. British merchants
continued to explore the area, establishing factories and farms and exchanging
commodities with indigenous groups. However, British traders had to deal with the
presence of German and French competitors who sought to penetrate the area and
establish their own factories. The British government could have lost its grip over the
region but for the calculated moves of George Goldie Taubman. Goldie amalgamated all
British firms in the area and formed the United African Company. He put on a fierce
competition that eventually led French companies to merge with his company. In
addition, Goldie signed treaties with local rulers inhabiting areas between the delta and
the confluence of the Niger Delta and Benue. These treaties required that local leaders
surrender their territories to the company, and the company in turn, will not interfere with
their local laws nor seize private property without paying full compensation. The treaty
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also stipulated that local leaders exclude foreign visitors from their territories. Goldie
provided the British government with legal documents to lay claim to the area during the
Berlin Conference of 1884.
In the aftermath of the conference, the British government had to face the difficult
question of how to effectively occupy the Niger and Benue Confluence. Goldie pressured
British government to declare the area as a protectorate. On January 1885, the Foreign
Office agreed after realizing that the cheapest and most effective means of occupying the
area was to grant a charter to Goldie’s trading company, the Royal Niger Company. In
July 1886 the company was granted a charter that accorded it the right to administer the
Niger and Benue Confluence on behalf of the British government. The charter authorized
the company to carry on business, acquire and operate trading stations, open factories and
stores.272 The charter stipulated that the company must ensure the termination of the slave
trade, not interfere with the religion of indigenous groups and refrain from setting up a
monopoly or use its administrative powers to advance its commercial interest.273
Goldie set up a system of administration in Asaba. He created several
administrative agencies including a Supreme Court, Customs department, Trading
department, Medical department, Botanical department and a quasi military force known
as the Royal Niger Company Constabulary. Reconstructing the history of prisons and
prisoners in the Niger and Benue Confluence is a daunting task considering the limited
records available on the Royal Niger Company. Goldie chose not to document his life
272 Burns, History of Nigeria, 158-159.
273 I.M Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria 1900-1950: A Nigerian View (New York: Nok
Publishers, 1974), 2-3.
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history and write about his experience as the chairman of the Niger Company. He
destroyed all official papers related to the Royal Niger Company and even told his
children not to assist any biographer in reconstructing his life history. A more disturbing
knowledge is that officials of the company were sworn to secrecy; they were not allowed
to share any information regarding the activities of the chartered company with the press.
In spite of the attempt to erase historical memory, however, some historical evidence
such as official investigations authorized by the Foreign Office, official regulations,
parliamentary papers, and colonial annual reports provide a lens through which the
history of prisons in the Benue and Niger Confluence can be pieced together.
Goldie set up a prison in Asaba alongside other government departments. Asaba
prison commenced operation in 1889. No other prison emerged in the districts even
though Regulations Nos. VI, VII and VIII of 1886 gave powers to the Supreme Judicial
Officer of the Agent-General to make rules “in relation to subsidiary prisons or places of
detention in localities in the Niger Territories other than Asaba.”274 In 1889 a central
prison regulation was promulgated. The regulation made provision for issuance of a
Prison Code for Asaba Prison by a Central Prison Committee. The Committee included
the Chief Justice or Acting Supreme Judicial Officer, the Agent General, the Prison
Governor, the Principal Medical Officer, the District Agent of Asaba and other persons
duly nominated. In 1889 the Committee came up with the Asaba Prison Code. The code

274 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 59.
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made regulations in matters regarding the appointment of prison officers, treatment of
prisoners and prison labor.275
The Criminal Justice system, including the armed military force, courts and prison
established by Goldie at Asaba served as repressive tools used by Goldie to dominate
local populations. Courts operated as instruments for crushing resistance from local
groups.276 The Supreme Judicial Officer often sentenced local leaders to any term of
penal servitude or terms of imprisonment without a right of appeal.277 The armed
Constabulary followed the dictates of company officials. The force led many expeditions
to suppress local groups that opposed Goldie’s economic and political moves in the Niger
and Benue Confluence. Many local leaders from indigenous communities such as Itsekiri,
Brass and New Calabar ended up in prison.278 The indiscriminate actions of officials of
the Royal Niger Company alarmed MacDonald in 1889 when he visited the Oil Rivers
and the Benue River. In his letter to the Foreign Office, he put the situation this way:
The time has arrived when this state of affairs should be
altered, and the very extensive judicial powers given to
the employees of the Niger Company should be curtailed.
For it must be remembered that the majority of this
gentlemen are young and inexperienced, and that they
have with exceptions received no more than a commercial
education, and consequently no nothing of law.279
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The abuse of judicial powers counts as one out of the many reasons the British
government revoked the charter of the Royal Niger Company in 1899. Events leading to
the downfall of the company have been covered adequately in a number of scholarly
works.280 Thus, there is no need to recount the story here. A crucial point to keep in mind
is that following the revocation of the company’s charter, on January 1 1900 the Royal
Niger Company officially ceased to be the governing authority in the Niger and Benue. In
1901, the jurisdiction of the Niger Coast Protectorate was merged with the territories of
the Royal Niger Company to form the Southern Nigeria Protectorate.

The Prisons of the Southern Protectorate
The creation of the Southern Nigeria Protectorate in 1900 brought about a process
that led to the re-organization of government agencies, on one hand, and the introduction
of new laws, on the other hand. Ralph Moor, the High Commissioner, was charged with
the task of administering the vast territory. For administrative convenience, the
protectorate was divided into four units, including the Cross River Division; the eastern
division comprising of Old Calabar, Opobo, Qua-Eboe, Bonny and Degema; the central
division comprising of Akassa, Brass, Agberi, Oguta, Onitsha and Asaba; and lastly, the
Western division incorporating Benin, Sapele and Warri. Each political unit was placed
under the authority of a Divisional Commissioner, assisted by a Travelling
Commissioner, District Commissioner and Assistant District Commissioners. These
appointed officials introduced and ratified new laws to regulate government agencies and
280 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria, 103-104.
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other issues such as marriage, commercial trading, importation of goods, trade mark,
patent, and many others.281
Some of the newly introduced laws affected the organization of the prison system.
One such is the Native Courts Proclamation. The proclamation was created to regulate
the functions of native courts. It allowed for the existence of two categories of indigenous
courts: a Minor court and the Native court. The Minor court was empowered to try minor
civil and criminal cases under the supervision of the district commissioner. The native
court supervised by the district commissioner, comprising of local leaders appointed by
the High Commissioner, was empowered to entertain civil suits involving goods and
property. It could also impose two years of imprisonment or levy a fine.282 As a result of
this proclamation, native court prisons began to emerge in different parts of Southern
Nigeria. Colonial documentation reveals that by 1902, there were twelve native courts
prisons used for detaining individuals sentenced by native courts to terms of
imprisonment not exceeding one month.283 The Prisons Proclamation No. 17 is another
law that affected the structure and organization of the prison system in Southern Nigeria.
It authorized the High Commissioner to declare suitable buildings as prisons, build new
ones and to make rules, regulations and orders for their administration.284 The
proclamation also made provision for the introduction of the mark system to all prison.285
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Prisons established in the Southern Protectorate were classified into different
categories. Initially Old Calabar prison and Asaba prison were marked as the two largest
criminal prisons. However, following the closure of the Asaba prison, Old Calabar prison
emerged as the only first class prison. The prison received individuals sentenced to
imprisonment for more than two years. The protectorate had four second class prisons in
which individuals with sentences not exceeding six months were incarcerated. Lock-ups
received those sentenced to six months and under. By 1902, the colony had 16 lock-ups.
The last category were the native courts prisons used, as earlier indicated, for the
confinement of individuals with sentences not exceeding one month. 286
What are some of the general features of prisons established in the Southern
protectorate? All the prisons established in the protectorate were based on the associated
ward system;287 no standardized system of classification was adopted. Disciplinary
measures used to punish offenders for infraction of prison rules included the following:
flogging, reduced diet, deduction of marks and solitary confinement. Flogging was
allowed in all prisons except in lock-ups. Prisoner labor consisted of the following:
sanitary work, road cleaning, transport of baggage from mail steamers and other similar
work. In addition, prisons served as a site for the recruitment of cheap labor; Colonial
authorities depended on prison labor for the execution of government projects.
Prison regulations allowed for the adoption of the marks system in all prisons.
Under this system, a male prisoner could gain a maximum remission of one fourth of his

286 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1902.
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prison sentence while a female prisoner could gain a maximum of one third of her prison
sentence. In addition, all prisoners under the mark system were entitled to a gratuity of
one penny for every hundred marks earned.288 New diet rules introduced allowed for a
prisoner to receive biscuit, meat for four days in a week, and local foods for two days for
the first six months in prison. After two years, prisoners were only entitled to locally
made food. It is not clear the extent to which this rule was adopted in all prisons.289 The
implementation of prison diet rule depended largely on the amount of time a prisoner
spent in prison and the availability of funds. Most of the meals given to prisoners were of
low nutritional value given the outbreak of diet related diseases such as diarrhea,
dysentery, fever, pneumonia, and chickenpox.290
The penal system of the Southern protectorate was plagued by the lack of
adequate low cadre staffs. Prison regulations allowed for the employment of African
staffs as warders and gang drivers. However, these positions remained opened and
unfilled. An official complained that “the prison department suffered for want of efficient
warders and gang drivers. These subordinate officers seldom remain long enough in
service to become really useful.”291 It is possible to argue that members of the colonized
community shunned prison work for two reasons. First, remuneration provided for low
cadre staff was extremely low. Second, African prison staffs were usually marked out by
the rest of the colonized population as agents of colonial rule.

288 Ibid.
289 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1903.
290 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1904.
291 Ibid.
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Prisons established in the Southern protectorate functioned as tools of colonial
power used for repressing colonized groups. It is important to note that the pacification of
groups in the Lower Niger such as the Ibo, Ibibio, Kurukuru and Ishan continued even
after the creation of the Southern protectorate. Colonial officials used prison as a tool for
silencing the Ekumeku Movement, the fiercest opposition movement to emerge in the
history of Southern Nigeria. The origin of the Ekumeku movement has been traced to the
early 1890s. During this period, local communities surrounding Asaba hinterland
including the Odozi-Obodo, Idimoboro of Onitsha-Olon and Eze, the Ogona and Onumba
societies of Ogwashi Uku and Akpala formed the movement in the attempt to drive out
the Royal Niger Company, a British trading company, from Asaba hinterland. In 1898,
members of the Ekumeku movement launched a massive campaign against agents of the
trading company. However, the British gained the upper hand as naval troops quelled the
disturbance.
In 1900, the movement re-organized itself as an anti-British secret cult dedicated
to bringing an end to the British imperialism. New leaders, known as the ‘League of the
Silent Ones,’ developed new recruitment tactics. The activities of the movement became
quite unpredictable as they communicated in codes and met secretly. Members of the
movement targeted local collaborators as well as people who represented British interest.
In 1902 the movement constituted a major threat to the British agents. To curtail their
growth, on December 1 1902, British forces launched a military operation. During the
operation many leaders of the movement were rounded up and confined in Asaba prison
for many months. British officials launched another campaign in 1904 after members of
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the movement looted mission houses, burnt down courts and assaulted British agents.
Between 19 January and March 1904, many Ibo villages witnessed the wrath of British
forces; many villages were burnt down and fined for harboring Ekumeku members.292
Colonial records show that about two hundred individuals were rounded up
following a confrontation between Ekumeku members and European forces at UbuluUku. Of this number confined in Old Calabar prison, only five survived.293 One hundred
and fifty untried persons designated as Ekumeku members eventually died in prison after
contracting diseases. Writing in 1904, a colonial official, reported the “extremely high
death rate among the Ekumeku who on being brought round to Calabar prison suffered
severely from dysentery and pneumonia.”294

Penal Confinement in the Colony and Protectorate of Southern Nigeria (1906-1912)
In 1906, Joseph Chamberlain called for the amalgamation of the colony of Lagos
and the protectorate of Southern Nigeria. The unification of both territories became
somewhat inevitable for two important reasons: First, both Macgregor, the Governor of
Lagos Colony and Ralph Moor, the High Commissioner for Southern Nigeria, retired
from active government service about the same time. Second, officials in the Colonial
Office reasoned that amalgamation would drive down administrative and manpower
costs. Hence on March 1 1906, a royal commission appointed Walter Egerton as

292 Phillip Igbafe, “Western Ibo Society and Its Resistance to British Rule: The Ekumeku Movement,
1898, 1911,” Journal of African History 12 (1971): 441-557.
293 Falola, Colonialism and Violence in Nigeria, 37.
294 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1904.
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Governor and Commander in Chief of the Colony of Southern Nigeria. Once again, the
merger of the two territories brought about significant changes. New laws had to be
written, some old regulations had to be abolished and government institutions had to be
re-organized. Egerton divided the vast territory into western, central and eastern
provinces, placing each unit under the authority of a provincial commissioner. Part of the
duty of provincial commissioner included the supervision of district commissioners.
The re-organization of the territory affected the prison department as well as other
arms of the criminal justice system. The prison headquarters situated in Calabar was shut
down. The administration situated the new headquarters in Lagos. Consequently, some
penal officials attached to Old Calabar, received letters of transfer to Lagos. Also, prison
documents and official papers from the defunct administrative unit were moved to Lagos.
By 1906, the colony had over thirty prisons situated in the following places: Aba, Agbor,
Akassa, Aro-chukwu, Ikom, Oka, Forcados, Asaba, Brass, Calabar, Bonny, Degema,
Eket, Ekpe, Ikot-Ekpene, Idah, Badagry, Ibadan, Bende, Benin City, Lagos, Obubra,
Okwoga, Onitsha, Owerri, Sapele and Warri.
The Lagos Prisons Ordinance was applied to all prisons in order to ensure a
uniform penal standard. A regulation from the ordinance allowed for the classification of
prisons into first class, second class and third class. First class prisons (situated in
Calabar, Enugu, Lagos and Port Harcourt) received prisoners sentenced to a period
exceeding two year. Second class prisons (situated in Afikpo, Agbor, Benin City,
Degema, Forcados, Onitsha, Opobo, Owerri, Sapele and Warri) admitted prisoners
serving sentences ranging from six months to two years. Third class prisons received
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persons sentenced to a period of one month or less. Colonial report reveals that first class
prisons were placed under the direct supervision of European prison officials while
political officers were appointed for the day-to-day management of district prisons.295

Conclusion
This chapter has described the political, economic and social context out of which
the prison system emerged in Southern Nigeria. British officials set up the first prison in
Lagos in 1862 following the annexation of the territory as a colony. The prison system
began as a taken for granted institution and then gradually transformed into a regulated
regime. In its transitional phase, the prison functioned as a tool of domination, an
instrument of power used by European officials to subjugate the local populace, punish
dissident groups and protect Britain’s economic interest. Colonial prison established in
the Oil Rivers Protectorate and in the Benue and Niger area served as repressive tools
used to enforce law and order on one hand, and subdue oppositional forces on the other
hand. It is therefore not surprising that many local leaders and key indigenous political
figures ended up serving long, short or indeterminate imprisonment terms in colonial
prisons for attempting to challenge the colonial order.
The local population regarded colonial prison as a foreign and illegitimate social
institution. Many rejected the carceral idea that came with colonialism. In 1906, for
instance, Hornsby, a colonial administrator reported that a crowd of about three thousand

295 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1907.
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people, including women and young boys, assembled in front of a police barrack at
Ikorodu to demand the release of three Osugbo priests who were arrested for attempting a
slave woman for ritual purpose. These protestors, led by some educated elite, told the
police that the priests did nothing wrong and followed long established tradition.296
It is an undeniable fact that colonial prisons established in different parts of
Southern Nigeria during the early phase of colonial rule did not function as redemptive,
therapeutic or corrective institutions where deviants and criminals could be turned into
productive, dependable and respectable citizens. More importantly, colonial prisons
established in Southern Nigeria differed significantly from those that existed in Britain
not only in terms of the penal system adopted but also in terms of architectural designs.
Reformers shaped the culture of penal confinement in the Western world but their
activism and agency did not bring about any significant change in the Nigerian colonial
context. British penal culture, before 1895, emphasized the following principles:
surveillance; classification; hard or useless physical labor; minimum diet; solitary
confinement; reformed penitentiary architecture that allowed for proper discipline and
reformation; and the separate system. These principles did not manifest in the colonial
context for lack of proper funds. However, some of these ideas were re-worked, refined
and modified to suit colonial conditions. The following chapter will look at the character
and organizational structure of the prison system, especially the dual form of prison
organization institutionalized during the Lugardian era.

296 CRL, District Political Report on the Colony and Protectorate of Lagos, 1901.
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Chapter 3: Indirect Rule and the Penal System in Southern Nigeria,
1912-1919
Introduction
This chapter examines the character of the prison system in Southern Nigeria
during the tenure of Frederick Lugard as Governor General of Nigeria from 1914 to
1919. In accordance with this objective, the chapter provides background knowledge on
the dual form of prison administration that emerged and operated in Southern Nigeria as
well as in the Northern protectorate, another jurisdictional administrative territory
maintained by British officials. This historical excursion is necessary considering the fact
that both territories were eventually amalgamated and administered by Lugard. Following
the amalgamation of the Northern protectorate to the Southern colony in 1914, Lugard
extended the indirect rule system to cover the whole country. This political administrative
arrangement ultimately led to the institutionalization of a dual form of prison
administration.
The chapter shows that in spite of new reforms and policies introduced by Lugard
in the form of the adoption of the dual prison system and the promulgation of the Prisons
Ordinance of 1916, the penal system in Southern Nigeria did not experience
revolutionary change. The prison system remained a shadow of its former self,
maintaining its reputation as a tool for repressing opposition and a supplier of cheap
convict labor. Infact, age old problems such as overcrowding, insufficient funds,
unsanitary conditions and unprofessional staff conduct, which plagued and hampered the
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development of the prison system from its very inception, featured prominently during
the Lugardian era.

Indirect Rule and Prison Administration
This sub-section provides a history of the dual form of prison administration that
existed in the Southern and Northern colony before 1914. There were basically two forms
of prison administration: government administration and local government
administration. Local government administration involved the management of prisons
and prisoners by judicial bodies constituted by indigenous authority. Government
administration, as the name suggests, involved the use of European officials for the
management and supervision of prisons owned and built by the colonial government.
Government and local government prison administration as chapter two hinted
pre-dates the establishment of the Colony and Protectorate Southern Nigeria. In some
areas, both forms of administration existed side by side while in other locations, prison
administration remained the exclusive preserve of government officials. It is important
now to consider how these forms of administration operated in the three provinces of
Southern Nigeria created by Walter Egerton, the Governor, in 1906. Egerton divided the
colony and protectorate of Southern Nigeria into three provinces: Western, Central and
Eastern provinces, each with its own secretariat and staffs. He appointed Provincial
Commissioner to oversee government territories in each province. More importantly, he
divided provinces into districts. District officers or Travelling Commissioners
administered each district and answered directly to the Provincial Commissioner.
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The Western province of Southern Nigeria comprised of the Lagos territory and
its adjoining protectorates. The protectorate (also referred to as the Lagos hinterland) was
mostly populated by Yoruba speaking groups such as the people of Ogun, Oyo, Ijebu,
Ekiti, Ondo, and Ibadan. The area also included non-Yoruba groups such as the people of
Warri, Edo and Benin among others. In Lagos territory, only government prisons thrived.
Prison administration at the level of the local government did not prevail mainly because
the type of judicial arrangement set up by British officials did not allow for such system
to work.297
In 1862, following the declaration of Lagos as a crown colony, British agents
introduced a modified variant of English criminal and civil laws. They also created a
criminal justice system modeled after those that existed in Britain. The new judicial
arrangement significantly reduced the influence of traditional institutions. Like in other
parts of Africa, colonial rule reduced the political power of the Eleko or Oba of Lagos
and his chiefs. In fact, British officials and educated Lagosians discouraged the adoption
of the native authority system in the territory of Lagos since as Asiwaju argued colonial
laws conferred the status of ‘British subjects’ on all inhabitants in the territory. What
colonial officials did not want was a situation where British subjects pledged their
allegiance to another constituted authority other than the British Crown.”298

297 The Lagos territory, the capital of the Western province, included the Lagos Island and adjacent
districts of Badagry, Ikorodu and Epe.
298 A.I Asiwaju, “The Western Provinces under Colonial Rule,” in Groundwork of Nigerian History ed.
Obaro Ikime (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books, 1980), 434.
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It is important to note that during the early phase of colonial administration,
traditional leaders in Lagos did enjoy some level of influence; many of them handled
judicial cases involving indigenous Lagosians. However, their grip over local affairs
reduced significantly as colonial officials established western styled institutions and laws.
By the1900s, traditional rulers in Lagos had been reduced to puppets, dancing to tunes
played by colonial officials. For instance, only a select few among the traditional chiefs
in Lagos served as members of the Central Native Council, a body set up in 1902 to
advise the Governor of the territory on local government affairs, especially on issues
concerning land, marriage and chieftaincy titles. Colonial laws established in Lagos
territory did not confer statutory recognition to indigenous institutions nor did it consider
indigenous leaders as important mediators. For this reason, no native court or native
prison developed in the territory of Lagos. European political officers and appointed
judges of the Supreme Court handled legal affairs and all matters concerning the penal
system.
Prison administration took a different form in the protectorate of Lagos, a region
comprising mostly of Yoruba states. Native prisons existed alongside British controlled
prisons. To understand the processes that led to the emergence of this dual form of prison
administration, it is important to briefly examine the history of native administration and
British involvement in the area.
Native administration thrived in the protectorate long before British officials
appeared in Southern Nigeria. Indigenous rulers controlled political and economic affairs
in different Yoruba states. These local rulers continued to enjoy political authority even at
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the time when British officials annexed Lagos as a British colony. Although Lagos was
very close geographically to the protectorate, British officials did not occupy the
protectorate for the following reasons: first, British traders and commercial firms did not
develop a keen interest in the area. Second, it was difficult to extend foreign judicial
practice from Lagos to the hinterland partly because of the recurrent civil wars that broke
out among different Yoruba states. Starting in the 1830s, Yoruba states engaged in a
series of internecine wars as a result of the power vacuum left unfilled after the implosion
and the eventual disintegration of the Oyo Empire by Fulani Jihadists forces.299 The
atmosphere of alarm and panic caused by the war discouraged many British officials,
missionaries and European traders from settling in the hinterland. Third, protectorate
treaties which British officials signed with representatives of different Yoruba states
hindered the growth of British type judicial institutions in the protectorate. From 1886
British officials entered into a series of treaty agreements with key political figures in
different Yoruba states including Ekiti, Ijesa, Igbomina, Ibadan, Oyo and Abeokuta.
Protectorate treaties differed from one state to the other, but taken as a whole they shared
certain similarities: first, most of the treaties recognized the authority of indigenous
rulers; second, these treaties recognized the independence of Yoruba states. For instance,
the Anglo-Egba treaty of 1892 guaranteed the sovereignty and independence of Egba
people. Egba leaders were allowed to run their own government as long as they gave
European traders and foreign missionaries unrestricted access into their territory; the
299 For a full length study on the Yoruba wars of the nineteenth century, see Adeagbo Akinjogbin, War
and Peace in Yorubaland, 1793-1893 (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books, 1998). Jacob Ade Ajayi and
Robert Sydney Smith, Yoruba Wars in the Nineteenth Century (London: Longman, 1964).
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treaty of 1886 recognized Ekiti as an independent territory; and the 1888 treaty declared
Yoruba states of Ife and Ota as “perfectly independent states;300 third, these treaties
regarded the local population in the protectorate not as ‘British subjects’ but as ‘British
protected persons’ under the regime of local laws and customs. In the protectorate,
British judicial apparatus accorded statutory recognition to indigenous laws provided that
such laws did not contravene British idea of justice, equity and good conscience.
It is not clear how many native prisons, built and administered by local
authorities, existed in Lagos protectorates from 1860 to1890. What is clear, however, is
that native authority prisons increased significantly towards the end of the nineteenth
century when British officials acquired more political influence in the protectorate and
thereafter introduced British styled judicial institutions. Omoniyi Adewoye argued that
the need for greater British intervention in native affairs in the protectorate was prompted
by the need to protect the economic interest of British commercial firms. From the early
1900s, British traders and their agents began to establish mercantile firms in the
protectorate. Twenty five of such firms ran business transactions in Abeokuta and
Ibadan.301
As commercial activities increased and expanded in the protectorate, so did
criminal activities and different forms of crime. It did not take long for reports of illegal
activities, including fraudulent book keeping, breach of contract and infringement of
trade mark, perpetrated by European businessmen and their African agents, to reach

300 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 75.
301 Adewoye, The Judicial System in Southern Nigeria, 1854-1954, 21.
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colonial officials in the territory of Lagos. As far as colonial officials were concerned,
local chiefs and judges were not educated in British law procedures, therefore, they could
not be relied on to serve as adjudicators in cases involving British citizens. More
importantly, officials shared the view that ‘British subjects’ operating businesses in
Yoruba states would not submit to the authority of indigenous courts since they
considered themselves as British citizens and not as a member of the indigenous
population.
The various social problems associated with commercial development in the
protectorate motivated British officials in Lagos to introduce English law and judicial
institutions in the protectorate. From the 1890s, these officials began to revise the terms
of old treaties with Yoruba leaders, all in a bid to allow for more government
participation in native affairs. For instance, new treaties of agreements between officials
and local authorities in Egba, Ife, Ibadan and Oyo gave British officials the power to try
all criminal offences, to make and administer laws protecting British subjects trading in
the protectorate. It is important to note that colonial authorities were not interested in
eradicating native administration out rightly instead they were motivated by the quest to
gain tangible influence in native affairs.
To achieve this end, authorities in Lagos took an important measure: they
extended the Native Council Ordinance of 1901 to Yoruba land. The ordinance allowed
for the creation of Native Councils to be headed by key paramount leaders and chiefs.
Furthermore, the ordinance made it possible for appointed British residents to participate
in native affairs by taking up roles as advisers to the Native Councils. Another measure
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taken by the British in an attempt to establish their presence was the extension of the
jurisdiction of Supreme Court to cover the whole of Yorubaland. Consequently, laws
operative in the territory of Lagos became applicable to states in the protectorate.
In their capacity as advisers, British Residents introduced Western styled judicial
institutions including prisons. To cite an example, in 1897, a civilian Resident at Ibadan
held regular consultations with the Native council. He impressed on the council the need
to introduce licensing fees and tolls in order to ensure a regular inflow of revenue. Also,
he called for the construction of a prison and military barracks in Ibadan. The native
authority prison, which was eventually built and declared operative, was maintained by
the Council’s treasury. In fact, the Council’s Treasury became known for many years as
the Prison Fund.302 The significant point worthy of note is that as European officials got
involved in native affairs, local authority prisons began to emerge in different Yoruba
states. In 1900 a prison was constructed in Abeokuta. Ten years later, the Egba United
Government employed a European officer as Head of Police and Inspector of prisons. A
native authority prison also began operation in Owo in 1911.303
Thus far, we have examined the nature of prison administration in the Western
province of Southern Nigeria. The case has been made that in the territory of Lagos, there
were no native authority prisons but government prisons. Colonial administration
managed prisons through European staffs and low cadre African staffs. In the case of the
Lagos protectorate, local authorities took over the management of native prisons,
302 P.C Lloyd, A. Mabogunje and Bolanle Awe, The City of Ibadan (Ibadan: Institute of African Studies,
1967), 42.
303 Viviane Saleh Hanna, Colonial System of Control: Criminal Justice in Nigeria, 58.
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sometimes with the help of European officials. Individuals charged in native courts
served their sentences in native authority prisons. What about the other two provinces of
Southern Nigeria, the Eastern and Central provinces? Were prisons managed by native
authorities or government officials? Or did both forms of penal administration exist side
by side?
The history of native administration in the Eastern province (comprising of
different ethnic groups such the Igbo, Ibibio, Ijo and Ogoja) and the Central province
(comprising of the people of Onitsha, Akwa, Udi and Nsukka) has been addressed by
historians.304 Thus, only a few significant points will be raised here. In the pre-colonial
era, most of the indigenous states in the Eastern and Central provinces developed as
acephalous societies with no strong chieftaincy institutions or centralized political
systems.305 Political power was highly decentralized. No individual or family could claim
executive authority. It was not until the 1900s, after the approval of the recommendations
of the Niger Committee report that British officials, without seeking the opinion of the
local population, introduced the indirect rule system (native administration) to these
states.306

304 Adiele Afigbo. The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in South Eastern Nigeria, 1891-1929 (London:
Longman, 1972). Ebere Nwaubani, “Chieftaincy among the Igbo: A Guest on the Center Stage,” The
International Journal of African Studies, 27 (1994): 347-371.
305 It is important to note that some Igbo communities, especially those in trading cities along the Niger
like Onitsha and Oguta and the holy city of Nri had elaborate chieftaincy institutions in pre-colonial times.
306 Anthony Nwabughuogu, “The Role of Propaganda in the Development of Indirect Rule in Nigeria,
1890-1929,” The International Journal of African Studies, 14 (1981): 65-92.
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Colonial officials failed to study the culture, political system and the traditions of
the people of Eastern Nigeria.307 In areas where chieftaincy titles were unknown, officials
simply imposed the warrant system which allowed for the selection of individuals with
no special status in traditional society as representatives of the local people. 308 Afigbo
argued in his study that most of the people who took on the title of warrant chiefs were
criminals, ex-slaves and social outcasts. These appointed officials, as one colonial official
stated, “failed to win the genuine support of the mass of the people.”309 In fact, warrant
chiefs faced endless ridicule and opposition because they were seen as illegitimate
political heads.
The political arrangement set up in the Eastern province allowed European
officials to participate actively in local administration. Provincial Residents, for instance,
monitored and regulated the activities of warrant chiefs. Warrant Chiefs knew they had
to continually be in the good books of the European Residents and District
Commissioners. Thus, they collaborated with European officials. In addition, the political
arrangement resulted in the creation of two grades of court, namely, the Native Council
Courts and Minor Courts. Native Council Courts were presided over by District Officers
at the district headquarters. District Officers regulated the legal decisions made by
warrant chiefs who acted as judges of the court. Minor Courts held in the different
districts. Each minor court was run by a local chief who was elected by his compeers for
307 Adiele Afigbo, “The Consolidation of British Imperial Administration in Nigeria, 1900-1918,
Civilisations, 21 (1971): 440.
308 A.E Afigbo “The Eastern Provinces under Colonial Rule” in Groundwork of Nigerian History ed.,
Obaro Ikime (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books, 1980), 417.
309CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the year 1935.
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a period of three months.310 In 1901, following the proclamation of the Native Courts
Ordinance, the Native Council Courts and the Minor Courts came under the jurisdiction
of the Supreme Court. This allowed for appeals to move from the Minor courts to the
Native Council Court and from the Native Council to the Supreme Court.311 The Supreme
Court held wide powers over the actions of Warrant Chiefs. For instance, the judge of
the Supreme Court had the legal right to appoint warrant chiefs to the Native Council
Courts.
Prisons functioned alongside courts in the Eastern and Central provinces of
Southern Nigeria. Both the Native Council Court and the Minor court could adjudicate on
criminal cases punishable with the payment of fines or short term imprisonment.
Following the Native Courts Proclamation, twelve native prisons began operation in
different districts and divisions. However, these prisons were later abolished in 1903 and
replaced with government prisons. Overtime, government prisons developed at Afikpo,
Agbor, Benin, Degema, Forcados, Onitsha, Opobo, Owerri and Sapele. 312 All offenders
charged by Native council and Minor courts served their sentences only in prisons
administered and supervised by European officials. Because the Supreme Court held
wide powers over native affairs, colonial officials did not see the need for the
establishment of native authority prisons. Consequent upon this decision, all criminals
charged by native courts in Eastern and Central Nigeria served terms of imprisonment in
government prisons.
310 Ibid, 418.
311 Ibid, 418.
312 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 72.
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In regard to classification of prisons, native authority prisons that operated in the
protectorate of Lagos were not classified into grades. Only government prisons were
classified under the provision of the Lagos Prison Ordinance. First class prisons,
established in Calabar, Enugu, Lagos and Port Harcourt received individuals with terms
of imprisonment exceeding two years. Second class prisons established in Afikpo, Agbor,
Benin, Degema, Forcados, Onitsha, Opobo, Owerri, and Sapele admitted only prisoners
serving sentences ranging from six months to two years. Third class prisons received
persons sentenced to a period of one month or less.313
In discussing the nature of the dual prison system in the pre-1914 period, it is
crucial to raise a few points on the Northern protectorate mainly because the territory was
merged with Southern Nigeria in 1914 to form a political entity. From 1900 the British
ruled Nigeria under two administrative units; there was the Northern protectorate and the
Southern Colony. Following the signing of the 1884 Treaty of Berlin, the Royal Niger
Company governed the area known as Northern Nigeria, this territory shared border with
Southern Nigeria,314 and comprised of communities north of Idah including the vast
territories of the Sokoto Caliphate and Borno Empire. After the revocation of the charter
of the Royal Niger Company, these areas were declared as British protectorate. Frederick
Lugard, the first High Commissioner, established colonial rule in the protectorate after
launching several punitive military expeditions against indigenous states including Yola,
Bida, Ilorin, Bauchi, Bornu, Zaria, Nasarawa, Kano and Sokoto.
313 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1907.
314 The Southernmost tip of the area that later became known as Northern Nigeria was merged with the
Niger Coast Protectorate to form the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria in 1900.
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Native administration thrived in several indigenous states in Northern Nigeria
long before Frederick Lugard or any European arrived on scene. Native authority system
stood the test of time for many decades in the Muslim emirates, especially in the Sokoto
Caliphate, where Emirs assisted by an appointed judicial council served as judicial and
political administrators. Lugard sustained this political arrangement after he was
appointed as High Commissioner for the Protectorate. He allowed for the continued
existence of the native authority system alongside the provincial system which he
introduced.315 In an interesting study, Sa’ad Abubakar noted that Lugard defended
policies that supported “traditional rulers, their councils, their courts, their customs and
traditions in so far as these were not repugnant to the British ideals of humanity and
justice.”316
In terms of judicial administration, Lugard’s political arrangement allowed for the
operation of two distinct types of courts. On the one hand, there were courts managed
exclusively by government officials and those managed by local administrators on the
other hand. The Supreme Court, Provincial Court, Township Court, Magistrate Courts
and Native Courts constituted the government courts. The Supreme Court exercised
power of jurisdiction over all non-native courts including the Township and the
Magistrate Courts. The Magistrate Court administered judicial affairs that concerned
European groups while the Township court exercised judicial powers over non-natives

315 The provincial system was introduced in 1900 when the protectorate was divided into provinces each
under a British Resident. The provinces were further divided into districts administered by British District
Officers.
316 Sa’ad Abubakar, The Northern Provinces Under Colonial Rule: 1900-1959 in Groundwork of Nigerian
History ed. Obaro Ikime (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books, 1980), 450.
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Africans residing in Northern Nigeria.317 The Provincial court exercised jurisdiction over
European employees and natives not subject to the jurisdiction of the native court. It was
presided over by Resident Administrators authorized to try cases that involved slavery,
liquor trafficking, fire arms and offences against British laws. Under the provincial
system, the Resident combined judicial and executive functions.
Native courts established in Northern Nigeria were not directly supervised by the
government officials but by local authorities.318 In emirate states, the Emir constituted a
judicial council which handled legal issues involving Muslim law and other criminal
offences. In non-emirate states without a centralized political structure and a well defined
court based on Alkali courts, native administration system operated differently. Lugard
appointed political officers or chiefs to administer justice in such areas.319 Native courts,
wherever they existed, were not allowed to sentence offenders to punishment by
mutilation and torture. In addition, their special warrants specified that they could only
administer justice over non-natives. Legal issues involving Europeans and non-native
Africans natives did not come under the purview of these courts. Also, the courts were
allowed to carry out the death sentence subject to the approval of the High
Commissioner.
This dual form of judicial administration (known as the indirect rule) reflected in
the organization and administration of prisons in the Northern protectorate. Criminals

317 Andrew Barnes, Making Headway: The Introduction of Western Civilization in Colonial Northern
Nigeria (New York: Rochester Press, 2009), 67-68.
318 The activities of native courts were closely monitored by appointed Residents.
319 Margery Perham, Native Administration in Nigeria (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), 43-60.
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charged in government courts served sentences of imprisonment in government prisons.
In the first few years of Lugard’s administration, government prisons were non-existent.
Individuals charged in government courts lived in villages with free members of the
society; they were, however, expected to report every morning to appropriate authority.
The first government prison in Northern Nigeria later emerged in 1901 at Lokoja. It was
designed to hold not more than seventy prisoners. However, when congestion and prison
overcrowding became a matter of grave concern, provision was made for the building of
additional prisons first at Jebba and Ibi in 1902 and then at Zungeru in 1903. In 1908 the
prison at Zungeru and Lokoja were designated as convict prisons. Apart from convict
prisons, some government prisons operated at the provincial level. They were much
smaller than the convict prisons, received short term prisoners and usually located at the
headquarters of each province.320 In the Northern Protectorate, native authority prisons
existed alongside government prisons. Native Authority prisons were administered by
individuals chosen by the judicial council, but supervised by administrative officers who
ensured that such prisons were kept in a sanitary state and short term prisoners were
properly feed.”321

Amalgamation Politics and Prison Organization in Southern Nigeria
This section explores the organization of the prison system from 1914 to 1919, a
period that witnessed the emergence of Frederick Lugard as the Governor General of the

320 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 65-70.
321 Anthony Kirk Greene, Political Memorandum: Revision of Instructions to Political Officers on
Subjects Chiefly Political and Administrative, 1913-1918 (London: Frank Cass, 1970), 290-291.
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amalgamated territories that became officially known as Nigeria. It is crucial to start by
exploring the processes that led to the unification of the Northern protectorate and the
colony of Southern Nigeria. Contrary to popular opinion, officials in the Colonial Office
in Britain considered and reviewed several proposals calling for the amalgamation of
Nigeria long before 1914.322 In 1897, Herbert Read, a permanent official at the Colonial
Office submitted a memorandum which made the following recommendations: the
amalgamation of British administrations in the Lagos Colony, the Niger Coast
Protectorate and the Royal Niger Company; direct control of the amalgamated territories
by the Colonial Office; the development of a quasi-military police force similar to the
Royal Irish Constabulary; implementation of projects such as the building of railways to
facilitate commerce; establishment of coin based currency; and the development of
natural resources.
Another proposal in support of amalgamation surfaced in 1898. The report,
written by members of the Niger Committee, itemized the following: first, unlike Read’s
report, it advocated for a gradual or transitional amalgamation process, resulting in the
merger of the Lagos and Southern Nigerian territories and then leading to the eventual
amalgamation of the Northern protectorate and the Southern colony. Second, the report
supported the inclusion of traditional institutions in colonial administration (indirect rule
system); third, members of the committee proposed that each colony be divided into

322 Many people believe that Lord Lugard was the original architect of the amalgamation. This view has
been challenged by many historians. Tekena Tamuno, “British Colonial Administration in Nigeria in the
Twentieth Century,” in Groundwork of Nigerian History, ed. Obaro Ikime (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational
Books, 1980), 394. A.H.M Kirk Greene, Lugard and the Amalgamation of Nigeria: A Documentary Record
(London: Frank Cass and Co Ltd, 1968), 4.
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conventional divisions and districts and administered by British colonial servants.323
Permanent officials approved the Niger Committee report and thereafter developed a
scheme in support of a gradual amalgamation process. The first step taken in fulfilling the
scheme occurred in 1906 with the merger of the colony of Lagos and Southern
protectorate. Without consulting the local groups and traditional leaders, in 1911,
European officials began deliberations on how to unify the Northern protectorate and the
Colony and Protectorate of Southern Nigeria.
Economic developments recorded in the Northern protectorate as well as in
Southern Nigeria in 1912 convinced Lewis Harcourt, the Colonial Secretary, and
members of the British parliament even more on the need to unify both territories without
delay. The protectorate of Northern Nigeria ran into financial difficulties. Income derived
from direct taxation of the population did not generate sufficient revenue needed to
sustain administrative cost. Unlike the colony of Southern Nigeria, commerce did not
develop fully mainly because the area was landlocked, lacking direct access to the sea. To
cover its deficit, the protectorate became heavily dependent on two sources: annual
imperial grant in aid, approximately about £300,000, provided by the Imperial Treasury
and annual subsidies from the colony of Southern Nigeria derived from profits made
from liquor sales. Added to the inability to balance its budget, the Northern protectorate
lost most of its European staffs.324

323 John Carland, The Colonial Office and Nigeria, 1898-1914 (California: Hoover Institution Press,
1985), 50-54.
324 CO 879/119/8, “Report by Sir F.D Lugard on the Amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria,
and Administration, 1912-1919.
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For colonial officials, amalgamation provided the much needed solution to these
problems. Officials decided to make Southern Nigeria, a territory with immense material
wealth and a successful trade record, the financial life-line for Northern Nigeria, until the
time the latter was able to stand on its own.325 To bring about the task of unification,
Lewis Harcourt recognized the need to appoint an official with extensive experience and
vast knowledge. Frederick Lugard, an administrator known for his impressive yet
controversial track record in Northern Nigeria, was appointed as the man for the task in
1912. As mentioned earlier, between 1900 and 1906 Lugard served as the first High
Commissioner for the Northern protectorate. He was serving as the Governor of Honk
Kong before he was summoned by the Colonial Office. In September 1912, he took a
preliminary tour to Ibadan, Zungeru, Lagos, Offa and different part of the Eastern and
Central provinces.326 Based on the information gathered during the survey, he decided to
create his own scheme for the amalgamation of the Northern Province and the Colony
and Protectorate of Southern Nigeria. His scheme called for the creation of new laws to
align the legislations of both territories. Second, his scheme did not support the complete
amalgamation of both territories instead it advocated for the maintenance of the existing
administrative structure in both territories. As Okonjo noted, Lugard “aimed at producing
the minimum of common institutions and the minimum of common administrative
policies.”327

325 CRL, Annual Report Southern Nigeria, 1913.
326 Margery Perham, Lugard: The Years of Authority 1898-1945 Vol.II (London: Collins, 1960), 390-391.
327 Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria, 76.
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Kirk Greene has shown in his study how Lugard ignored recommendations made
by other colonial officials on to how to go about implementing the re-organization of
both territories. For instance, E.D Morel, editor of the African Mail and an outspoken
writer on Nigerian affairs, advocated the division of both territories into four provinces
including: the Northern and Southern province; the Central province; the Eastern
Province; and the Western Province. Instead of maintaining administrations in both
territories, C. Temple, the acting Governor of Northern Nigeria, favored the division of
Nigeria into seven provinces, each under a Chief Commissioner, comprising besides
Lagos the three existing Southern ones and three Northern ones.328 Lugard rejected both
proposals on the basis that they ignored the difficulty presented by the fact that both
territories operated under different set of laws, system of land tenure, system of taxation
and system of the courts of law.329
During Lugard’s tenure as the High Commissioner of Northern Nigeria, he
institutionalized native administration, a system which allowed for the governing the
local populace through appointed emirs and local leaders. Under this arrangement,
European officials did not really intervene in native affairs. After taking a tour of the
Southern provinces, Lugard came to the conclusion that the indirect rule as it existed in
the Northern protectorate could be applied to Southern Nigeria. His scheme included not
only the introduction of the indirect rule system, but also the introduction of direct

328 A.H.M Kirk Greene, Lugard and the Amalgamation of Nigeria: A Documentary Record (London:
Frank Cass, 1968), 9-11.
329CRL, Annual Report, Northern and Southern Nigeria, 1914.
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taxation on the people of Southern Nigeria. He believed that a system of taxation would
generate funds for local administration and development projects.
On January 1 1914, a Latter’s Patent and Order in Council created the colony and
protectorate of Nigeria. The same order recognized Frederick Lugard as the Governor
General charged with the responsibility of administering the country. He was to answer
directly to the Secretary of State for the colonies. The law accorded him with the
privilege to legislate new ordinances, order-in-council and regulations while being
assisted by an Executive Council comprising of the Chief Secretary, the Attorney
General, the Treasurer and other high ranking European officers.
As the Governor General, Lugard introduced several administrative changes.
First, the country was divided into two spheres, each with its own secretariat and headed
by a Lieutenant Governor. Lugard’s scheme for partial amalgamation came to fruition.
A.G Boyle was appointed to head the Northern Nigerian government at Zungeru while
Mr. Temple presided over the secretariat for Southern Nigeria situated in Lagos. Both
men were charged with the responsibility of preparing and presenting annual budgets for
incorporation into the general budget. Also, it was their duty to consult with the Governor
on matters which affected the country as a whole or pertained to general policy and
legislative action. As part of administrative changes, Lugard divided the Southern colony
into ten provinces (Oyo, Owerri, Abeokuta, Calabar, Ogoja, Onitsha, Ondo, Benin, Warri
and Lagos, each to be administered by a Political Resident. The provinces were further
divided into districts. A District Officer was appointed to oversee each district under the
supervision of the Resident.
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In addition, Lugard reduced the power of the Legislative Council, which before
the amalgamation covered the whole of Southern Nigeria and created a new body known
as the “Nigerian Council,” which included unofficial and official representatives, both of
the European and African communities, concerned with shipping, banking, commercial
and mining interests. The Nigerian Council enjoyed limited legislative and executive
authority. It could not challenge any decision made by the Governor General. Also, the
body could not influence any policy change mainly because council members only met
with the Governor once a year and at such meetings discussions did not go beyond the
review of past policies and events related to trade and finance.
In regard to judicial reform, Lugard extended to the South the legal system that
operated in the North. Under the Supreme Court Ordinance of 1914, a Supreme Court
was established for the entire country. The jurisdiction of the court was limited to the
colony of Lagos and areas in which a large number of non-natives and foreigners resided.
This new arrangement nullified the pre-1914 judicial system under which the jurisdiction
of the Supreme Court extended to the old protectorate of Lagos.
The introduction of Provincial Courts to Southern Nigeria represents another
significant reform implemented by Lugard. The point has already been made that the
Provincial court system was first institutionalized in Northern Nigeria when Lugard
served as the High Commissioner. The system allowed for Residents to combine judicial
and executive functions. This means that the Resident could make important political
decisions at same time serve as commissioners in the court of law. The Provincial Court
Ordinance of 1914 allowed provincial courts to have concurrent jurisdiction with the
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Supreme Court over cases involving non-natives or foreigners. Educated elites criticized
this ordinance on the grounds that it gave residents unnecessary powers. They thought it
was unfair and unjust for political officers to combine executive and judicial powers.
Prominent elites in Lagos such as Dr J. K. Randle and Dr Obasa protested against the
provincial court system on the grounds that it was segregationist and racist. Educated
elites did not appreciate the fact that the Provincial Court had the power to try criminal
and civil cases involving non natives who were not Europeans. To make matters worse,
the court refused to permit the services of legal practitioners. This angered elites because
they believed they were denied their right to fair representation in the court of law.
Apart from the Provincial Courts, Lugard introduced native courts modeled on the
Northern Nigerian principle to Southern Nigeria. The Native Courts Ordinance of 1914
made provision for the creation of four grades of courts under the direct supervision of
indigenous authorities. Grade A courts received full judicial powers in all civil actions
and criminal cases. They could impose a death sentence based on the Governor’s
confirmation. Grade B native courts tried actions in which the debt, demand or damages
did not exceed fifty pounds. Judges could punish by imposing a sentence of two years
imprisonment, corporal punishment and fine payment. Grade C courts tried cases in
which debt, demand, or damages did not exceed twenty pounds in the case of Northern
Nigeria and ten pounds in the case of the Southern region. They could impose as
punishment the payment of fines, twenty-strokes of cane and six months imprisonment.
Grade D courts tried civil actions in which debt, demand and damages did not exceed ten
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pounds and criminal causes which can be punished by imprisonment for three months,
twelve strokes of cane, or a fine of five pounds. 330
Administrative changes introduced by Lugard affected the penal system in several
ways. Lugard did not merge the prison department of the Northern protectorate with that
of the colony of Southern Nigeria. Both penal systems which operated independently of
each were left intact but placed under the supervision of the Lieutenant Governors.
Lugard only centralized government departments which he considered to be crucial to
achieving his administrative overall policy. The list of such centralized departments
included the Treasury, Railway, Survey, Judiciary, Military, Posts and Audit. Prisons and
other government establishments such as Education, Forestry, Marine, Police and Public
Works were duplicated in each administrative centers and classified as secondary
government departments. Lugard showed more interest in primary government
institutions than in the secondary government departments.
New ordinances established under Lugard’s administration ultimately led to the
adoption, legitimization and institutionalization of the two tier prison system (dual form
of prison administration) in the country. This arrangement allowed government prisons to
operate alongside native authority or local government prisons. The Supreme Court
Ordinance of 1914 allowed for individuals sentenced by British styled government courts
such as the Supreme Court and the Provincial Court to serve terms of imprisonment in
government prisons. On the eve of amalgamation, there were seventeen government
330 Donald Kingdon, The Laws of Nigeria Containing the Ordinances of Nigeria in Force on the 1st Day
of January 1923, and the Orders, Proclamations, Rules, Regulations and Bye-laws Made Thereunder in
Force on the 1st Day of May 1923, and the Principal Imperial Statutes, Orders in Council, Letters Patent
and Royal Instructions Relating to Nigeria Vol.III (Lagos: Government Printer, 1923), 209.
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prisons in the North and twenty three government prisons in Southern Nigeria.331
Government prisons increased rapidly following the amalgamation. By 1915, the number
of prisons controlled by the government in Southern Nigeria increased to forty two. They
were situated in the following provinces:
Lagos: At Badagry, Epe, Ikorodu, and Lagos.
Abeokuta Province: At Abeokuta and Ilaro.
Benin Province: At Agbor, Asaba, Benin City, Ifon, Ogwashi, and Ubiaja.
Calabar Province: At Calabar, Eket, Ikot-Ikpene, and Opobo.
Ogoja Province: At Abakaliki, Afikpo, Obubra, Obudu and Ogoja.
Ondo Province: At Ado and Ondo.
Onitsha Province: At Awka, Enugu, Idah, Okwoga, Onitsha, and Udi.
Owerri Province: At Aba, Ahaoda, Bonny, Degema, Okigwi, Owerri and Port Harcourt.
Oyo Province: At Oyo.
Warri province: At Brass, Forcados, Kwale, Sapele, and Warri.332
The Native Courts Ordinance of 1914 made provision for the establishment of
native prisons, ‘native-lock ups’ and native authority police force. Before the
amalgamation, Northern Nigeria had eighty two native authority prisons. The reason for
such a high number is mainly because the native authority system had existed in the
region for a long period of time. Southern Nigeria, on the other hand, only had seven

331 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 80.
332 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Province of Nigeria for the Year 1915.
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native authority prisons. However, after the promulgation of the Native Courts
Ordinance, the number of native authorities increased rapidly in the Southern province.
In 1915, penal officials began to demand for a new system of prison classification
and distribution. Before the amalgamation, government prisons in Southern Nigeria were
classified as follows: Group A prisons, situated at Abeokuta, Calabar, Enugu, Lagos and
Port Harcourt, received all classes of prisoners as well as convicts sentenced to penal
servitude for life. Group B prisons, situated at Afikpo, Agbo, Benin City, Degema,
Forcados, Onitsha, Opobo, Owerri, Sapele and Warri, received prisoners committed for
sentences not exceeding two years. The last category, Group C prisons (remaining twenty
seven government prisons) only admitted prisoners sentenced to six months and under.333
As far as penal officials were concerned, this system of classification and distribution was
faulty for two main reasons: first, it did not meet “the requirement of the re-organization
of administrative units.”334 In other words, the old system did not incorporate newly
established government prisons at the provincial level and native authority prisons at the
district level. Second, many prisons did not strictly follow established guidelines on
prison classification. Consequently, many long sentence prisoners were confined in
Group B and C prisons. Short term prisoners also ended up in prisons designated for long
term offenders. Furthermore, most of Group C prisons faced the problem of
overcrowding due to the high number of prisoner intake.335 Officials wanted new system

333 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1915.
334 Ibid.
335 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1916.
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of prison distribution and classification that would fulfill the following objective and lead
to:
a) The concentration of prisoners with long sentences at special prisons where they
would be under the discipline of professional superintendents and can be taught
useful trades.
b) The placing of these special prisons in townships which are on good lines of
communication and afford the most suitable description of penal labor (Abeokuta,
Enugu, Lagos, and Port Harcourt, on the Eastern and Western lines of the
Nigerian railway, provide quarrying, industrial work, labour connected with
shipping and transport.
c) The maintenance at provincial headquarters of prisons for the detention of
medium term prisoners able to undertake any remunerative industrial work which
may be introduced in addition to the labor required for station upkeep and
sanitation.
d) The retention of Divisional stations (where the close supervision of European
officers is not always possible) of short sentence prisoners only.
e) The ensuring so far as possible of an automatic and constant supply of prisoners
to each class of prisons.336
In 1916, Lugard reviewed the procedure for prison classification and distribution
mainly because of the need for cheap convict labor for the Eastern railways and the coal
field in Enugu. In 1909, following the discovery of coal at Udi in the northern part of
336 Ibid.
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Southeastern Nigeria, colonial officials began the construction of an eastern railway
line.337 This railway was to serve as a link between Southern and Northern Nigeria as the
primary conveyor of coal from Udi to Lagos and other countries including Sierra Leone,
Ghana and Britain,338 and as the primary channel for transporting other goods located in
southeastern Nigeria such as Tin and Palm produce. 1n 1913 work commenced fully on
the eastern rail line.
The commencement of this project coincided with the period when the
government opened up the coal mine for exploration. Initially able bodied men from
indigenous communities such as Agbaja and Nkanu supplied labor on the coal mine but
in 1914 these local workers began to desert work and demand for higher wages. This
development negatively affected coal production and railway construction. Lugard began
to search for a cheaper and reliable labor alternative. In the end, he decided to employ the
services of convicts. Prisoners from Lagos, Enugu and Port-Harcourt prisons were
transferred to Enugu to provide the much needed cheap labor at the coal mines.339
Prisoners worked for many hours without receiving any form of remuneration or any kind
of privilege for their services.
In order to ensure a steady supply of convict labor for the mine at Udi, Lugard
promulgated a series of ordinances aimed at modifying prison classification and
337 Carolyn Brown, “The Dialetics of Colonial Labour Control: Class Struggles in the Nigerian Coal
Industry, 1914-1949, Journal of Asian and African Studies, 23, 1-2 (1988): 42.
338 Olufemi Ekundare, An Economic History of Nigeria, 1860-1960 (New York: Africana Publishing
Company, 1973), 183.
339 CO 879/119/8, “Report by Sir F.D Lugard on the Amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria,
and Administration, 1912-1919; Carolyn Brown, “We were all Slaves: African Miners, Culture and
Resistance at the Enugu Government Colliery (Portsmouth, New Hampshire: Heinemann Publishers,
2003), 82-84.
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distribution system. The first ordinance, known as the Prison Ordinance, emerged in
1916. The Ordinance, modeled after the 1876 prison ordinance, gave the Governor the
power to do the following: declare any building within the country as a prison for all
classes of prisoners; shut down a prison permanently or temporarily; appropriate
particular prisons to particular classes of prisoners, or limit the classes of prisoners who
may have been imprisoned in a particular prison; transfer prisoners from one prison to
another notwithstanding that the warrant or order for the imprisonment of such prisoner
shall have been issued by a court not having jurisdiction in the place where such prison is
situated; make regulations for governing of prisons; make regulations for the
appointment, powers, duties and conduct of the officers and other persons employed in
prisons; set out the duties of visitors of prisons; and make standing orders on the
classification, diet, clothing, maintenance, employment, discharge, discipline, instruction,
and correction of prisoners, and the remission of a portion of their sentences.
In addition, the ordinance empowered the Governor “to appoint the Director or
Directors of prisons who shall have the general charge and superintendence of the prison
system in the whole of such part of Nigeria… the Governor may direct, and may also
appoint a Deputy Director or Deputy Directors and an inspector in inspectors.”340 Thus,
in 1914 Lugard appointed Captain A.E Johnson, the Inspector General of Police in the
North as the Director of prisons for the whole of the Northern Province. In the South,
Major W. H Beverly, the Inspector General of Police, became the Director of Prisons for
Southern Nigeria.
340 Kingdon, The Laws of Nigeria Containing the Ordinances of Nigeria, 466-475.
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Prison Directors were empowered to exercise general control over the prison
system within the limits of their jurisdiction; see to the maintenance of prison buildings
and lands; make standing orders for the discipline, clothing, organization, health, and diet
of prisoners as well as prison staffs; ensure the correct and systematic keeping of prison
registers and records; ensure the accurate and punctual rendering of financial and other
returns; supervise European and native staff; and enforce the strict observance of all
prison regulations and instructions in force.
A point worthy of note is that the 1916 prison ordinance was designed by Lugard
and his officials to ensure the steady supply of convict labor for government projects. The
ordinance gave penal authorities to express permission to keep prisoners “to labour
within or without the precincts of any prison in any part of Nigeria or in any port or
harbor, roadstead, river or waters within the said limits, and in any employment directed
by such regulations, or instructions.”341 Colonial prisoners provided cheap labor for
projects initiated by Lugard in the Northern Province as well as the Southern Province.
Apart from the Prisons Ordinance of 1916, penal authorities also created and
enforced the 1917 Prisons Regulation. This regulation aimed at establishing procedures
on the treatment of prisoners in colonial prisons. It addressed issues such as admission,
custody, classification of prisons and prisoners, clothing regimes, dieting and staff
recruitment. The regulation applied only to prisoners charged and sentenced to prison in
British type courts and provincial courts. It did not apply to native authority prisons.

341 Ibid, 472.
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The Order in Council of 20th July 1916 was the last in the series of laws
established by Lugard in the attempt to regulate the prison system and ensure the steady
supply of cheap convict labor. The significance of the order lies in the fact that it allowed
for the re-organization of prisons in the country into “convict,” “provincial” and
“divisional” prisons with definite areas of man supply for each.342 Convict prisons were
reserved for criminals with sentences up to and including imprisonment for life.
Provincial prisons received criminals with sentences up to but not including two years.
Divisional prisons served as places of confinement for prisoners with sentences of six
months and under. The effect of the legislation led to this form of classification:

Convict Prisons

Abeokuta; Calabar; Enugu; Lagos (including Ikoyi and Yaba); Port
Harcourt; and Emene.

Provincial Prisons

Benin City; Ogoja; Ondo; Onitsha; Owerri; and Warri.

Divisional Prisons

Aba, Abakaliki; Afikpo; Ado; Agbor; Awka; Ogwashi; Ahoada; Bonny;
Degema; Brass; Eket; Forcados; Sapele; Ibadan; Idah; Okwoga; Ifon;
Ubiaja; Ikot-Ekpene; Ilaro; Kwale; Obubra; Okigwi; Opobo; Oyo;
Nsukka; Bende; Badagry; Aro; Itu; Uyo; and Abak.

Table 3:

Prison Classification, Southern Nigeria (1916)

The Order in Council dealt with other significant penal issues including the
treatment of prisoners, treatment of European prisoners, penal labor, prison offences,
prison visitation staffing and the remission of sentence under the mark system. The order
342 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year1916.
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made it possible for a criminal prisoner under a first sentence of imprisonment of two or
more years to earn remission of sentence by industry and good conduct. In addition, the
order in Council called for the separation of different categories of prisoners (the
separation of female prisoners from male prisoners; debtors, awaiting trial prisoners and
juveniles from long term or repeat offenders; and European prisoners from native
prisoners.
The different penal laws instituted by Lugard “mirrored the racist dimension of
colonialism.”343 The Order in Council, for instance, institutionalized racial differences
and inequalities in prisons by advocating for the separation of European prisoners from
native prisoners within prison cells. It also extended special privileges to European
prisoners. While native prisoners received a diet composed of locally produced food such
as Farina, Yam, Rice, Green without stalks, Ochro, Palm oil, Ogiri, Egusi, Fish and
groundnut, European prisoners received a far more nutritious and proper diet comprising
of food items imported from Britain including the following: meat, rice, yam, coffee or
tea, milk, lime juice, sugar, salt, pepper, vegetables, greens and fruits.344 In regard to
clothing, European prisoners received a preferential treatment. The Order in Council
stipulated that European prisoners were entitled to clothing items including two coats,
two pair of trousers, two flannel shirts, one pair of boot, two pairs of socks and one straw
sun hat. The native prisoner, on the other hand, was only entitled to two jumpers, two
pairs of shorts and two caps.
343 Alemika and Best, “Criminal Justice Administration and Prison Management,”143-144.
344 Kingdon, The Laws of Nigeria Containing the Ordinances of Nigeria (Lagos: Government Printer,
1923), 280.
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One final point worth adding is that the Order in Council reflected the punitive
purpose underlying prison work through its directives on prison labor.345 The order
prescribed two forms of hard labor for prisoners. Hard labor in the first category involved
activities such as stone breaking and stone carrying. This form of labor was
recommended for long term prisoners serving terms of imprisonment in convict prisons at
Abeokuta, Enugu, Lagos and Port-Harcourt. The form of hard labor, recommended for
short term prisoners, involved activities such as road construction, street clearing, wood
cutting, sanitation, conservancy and farm work. It is not surprising that Lugard prescribed
and sanctioned both forms of hard labor. The colonial government relied heavily on the
labor of prisoners. For instance, prisoners offered cheap labor for the stone breaking
project at Abeokuta and the coal mine industry in Enugu.

Prison Administration during the First World War
Other than the laws created to regulate the system of prison distribution and
classification, there was really no significant break from the tradition and adopted
practices of the past. In fact, most of the policies spelt out in the Prison Ordinance, Order
in Council and Prison regulations were not implemented to the letter. One reason for the
lack of progress was the outbreak of the First World War.346 One cannot but agree with
C.R Nixen who argued that during the four years of war, development in Nigeria came to

345 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 236.
346 For a detailed study on Nigeria and the First World War see Akinjide Osuntokun, “Disaffection and
Revolts in Nigeria During the First World War, 1914-1918, Canadian Journal of African Studies, 5 (1971):
171-192. Akinjide Osuntokun, Nigeria in the First World War (London: Longman Group Limited, 1979).

175

an “unfortunate but compulsory standstill.”347 The Great War placed enormous demands
on the finances, economy and manpower of the country. Lugard raised war funds in
support of Britain and her allies. He put in place stringent economic measures, which led
to the termination or discontinuation of a number of development projects.
During the war, the prison department did not receive adequate funds needed to
raise the standard of the penal system in Southern Nigeria. The financial situation was so
grave that penal authorities could not supply prisoners’ clothing even though the Prison
Regulation stipulated that every convict receive adequate clothing.348 Also, it became
almost impossible to purchase sufficient food for prisoners. Prison officials and medical
officers had to drastically reduce the prison dietary scheme for Southern Nigerian prisons
in order to save funds
The 1914 war stretched the limits of the penal system in Southern Nigeria in other
significant ways. First, during the war, the rising tide of criminal activity led to
overcrowding in convict, provincial and native authority prisons. The war motivated
young able bodied male and female youths to move from rural areas to urban centers in
search of jobs and good living standard. However, when they could not find suitable
employment, most of them joined the criminal world. The number of criminals caught
perpetrating crimes increased significantly during the Great War. This created a grave
administrative challenge for penal officials who had to deal with overpopulated prisons.

347 C.R Nixen, A Short History of Nigeria (London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1937), 240.
348 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of Southern Provinces of Nigeria 1916.
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The war affected prison organization in another significant way. In the aftermath
of the war, the territory of Cameroon hitherto under Germany was partitioned between
Britain and France. The British government administered her own portion of the territory
as one of the provinces of the Eastern region of Nigeria. This political arrangement
increased the administrative duties of the prison department. The Director of Prison in
Southern Nigeria became responsible for the administration of prisons in Cameroon.349
He had to manage the limited public funds available for the management of prisons in the
two territories. The political arrangement also affected the composition of the prison staff
in Southern Nigeria as some of the most experienced European staffs who occupied
senior positions were transferred to Cameron to oversee the provincial prisons at Buea,
Bamenda and Mamfe as well as the divisional prison at Kumba.350

Penal Culture in the Lugardian Era
It is important to point out some of the general features of the prison system in the
Southern provinces during the tenure of Lugard, from 1914 to 1919. The dire staffing
situation that existed during the pre-amalgamation period continued unabated. Most of
the Europeans officials who occupied high ranking positions in the Prisons Department
such as Superintendents and Senior Superintendents lacked the necessary skill or
qualification needed for prison administration. Superintendents reportedly engaged in
excessive absenteeism. According to a colonial report, prison administrators were often
349 The Nigerian prison ordinance was later applied to the British territory of Cameroon after the
enactment of Ordinance No.3 and by an Order in Council dated July 8, 1924.
350 CRL, Prison Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, Annual Reports 1924.
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absent from work for at least half of each month and when they were available they only
visited or supervised prisons occasionally.351 In addition, District Officers who managed
provincial prisons were often too busy with political matters to closely supervise
developments in prisons.
The greatest staffing challenge came from staffs in the lower cadre. From 1914 to
1919, Major W.H Beverly, the Director of Prison, complained bitterly about the
inefficiency of native staffs in government and native authority prisons. He blamed their
inadequacies on the lack of experience, proper training352and low wage. In 1916, second
class warders were paid £36-£48 per annum, earning less than a paid laborer who worked
less hours and had every Sunday free.”353 The prison department could hardly keep its
warder recruits.354 Unfavorable work conditions led many of these warders to resign
without giving proper notice. In 1919 for instance, forty six warders resigned from active
duty, one hundred and twenty were dismissed for bad conduct and ten were convicted by
the court of law.355 The criterion used for selecting and appointing warders remained
largely inappropriate and unprofessional. To qualify as a warder during the Lugardian
era, all a prospective needed, as a colonial official put it, “was brawns and not brains.”356

351 National Archive Ibadan (hereafter NAI), CSO 26, 30015, (Amendment of Prison Regulation for the
Punishment of Officer against Prison Discipline) “The Acting Secretary Southern Province to the Chief
Secretary to the Government: Corporal Punishment for Prison Offences,” November 23, 1934.
352 CRL, Annual Report on Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1915.
353 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1919.
354 Awe, “The History of the Prison System,” 12.
355 Ibid.
356 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year
1933.
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The prison department employed mostly non-commissioned officers and ex military men
with a “good character” and “powerful physique but without any formal education.
Apart from staffing problems, one other challenge that put a spoke in the wheel of
prison development was the lack of adequate infrastructure needed for the proper
classification of prisoners according to their sex, age, needs and category of crime. Most
of the prisons in Southern Nigeria, with the exception of those in Abeokuta, Calabar,
Forcados, Lagos, Obubra, Sapele, Asaba and Warri were constructed with cheap building
materials such as sun-dried bricks, mud, mat roofing and galvanized iron.357 Weak penal
structures made any system of classification impractical and unrealistic. In fact, penal
administrators had no choice other than to herd together different classes of prisoners in
whatever space was available. There were no separate wards in the prison for juveniles,
first time offenders, debtors and civil prisoners. Also, no adequate arrangement was
made for the separation of criminal and civil lunatics from the rest of the prison
population. Lunatic prisoners received the worst form of treatment in prisons. They
hardly received medical attention necessary for treatment and recovery and they were
subjected to all forms of inhumane treatments such as flogging and chaining.
Bad prison infrastructure encouraged frequent flight from prison. Between 1914
and 1919, as colonial documents reveal, many prisoners escaped from the prison by
digging through mud walls and breaking thatched roofs. In addition, weak prison
infrastructure negatively affected the health of prisoners as they were exposed to decayed

357 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Southern
Nigeria, 1915.
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woods, rain drifts, molds, droughts and insect bugs. It was reported in 1914 that a
prisoner died after a prison cell caved in and collapsed on him while he was fast
asleep.358
Throughout the Lugardian era, the goal of reformation and rehabilitation in
Southern Nigeria prisons remained a far-fetched dream. It was only in the aspect of
vocational education that some modicum of success was achieved. Initially vocational
work was restricted to Lagos prison where prisoners were taught different industrial skills
such as clothing, furniture making, matting and screening. In 1915 penal authorities
submitted a proposal in order to acquire an unoccupied technical school in Ikoyi for the
purpose of an industrial prison. The proposal fell through in 1916 when the government
granted the technical school to Lagos prison officials. The Lagos technical school trained
convict prisoners with “good conduct.” These convicts produced several goods which
were sold to members of the public.
In 1916 alone, prisoners in Ikoyi prison made 2, 994 baskets, 409 foot mats, 199
sunscreens, 250 hammocks, 162 chairs, 56 tables, 31 stands, 68 white drill jackets, 57
white drill trousers, 150 khaki jackets, 156 khaki trousers, 570 khaki jumpers, 570 khaki
shorts, 55 serge jackets, 45 serge trousers, 211 serge jumpers, 211 serge shorts, 13 white
drill trousers, 75 female prisoner gowns, 75 mattresses, 135 cushions and 14,502 loaves
of bread.359 The Lagos prison bakery was so successful that it became the preferred spot
for Lagosians to purchase baked goods. At some point, a group of small local bread
358 NAI, CSO 03035, “Prison Investigation, Preliminary Report with Recommendations, Aro-Chukwu and
Itu Lock ups”, May 6 1921.
359 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1914.
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vendors filed a petition against prison authorities for using cheap prison labor to the
detriment of local businesses with wage laborers. This agitation eventually resulted in the
closure of the Lagos prison bakery in 1916.
From 1917 authorities in other convict prisons in Southern Nigeria gave special
attention to the industrial side of prison labor with the intent to “extend employment of a
reformative and remunerative nature to prisoners.”360 When the importation of twine was
stopped by the colonial government, the technical department took on the work of
meeting the demand. Prisoners produced twine from locally grown hemps and fibre.361 In
1919 convicts in Calabar and Lagos prisons made clothes for the prison staff, prisoners
and the native staffs of the Marine Department, Posts and Telegraph department, Public
Works department, Customs and Railway department.362 Industrial education in prison
did go a long way in reforming prisoners, however, only prisoners confined in convict
prisons benefitted from the experiment. Native Authority prisoners were left out of the
scheme. In both native authority prisons and government prisons, there were no formal
education programs; no prisoner was taught to read and write.
One of the key similarities between the prison system in the pre-1914 period and
in the Lugardian era was the heavy reliance on prison labor. The point has already been
made that Lugard established new penal laws in order to secure convict labor for
government projects. Prisoners worked on the quarries in Abeokuta and on the coal fields
in Enugu. In Calabar, prisoners were used for transporting baggage and stores and for
360 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1917.
361 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1918.
362 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1919.

181

other forms of station labour such as conservancy work, grass cutting, road construction
and brick making. The Public works department relied heavily on prison labor for the
completion of government projects, especially for the construction of new buildings, road
making, custom extensions and burning lime stone. The Railway department also
employed large gang of prisoners for similar work.
Throughout the Lugardian era, prisoners provided three forms of labor – skilled
hard labor, unskilled hard labor and light skilled labor. Skilled labor included all
employment for which special training was necessary for instance basket weaving, brick
making, carpentry, clerical work, cooking, laundering, mat making, masonry and
tailoring. Unskilled labor comprised employment for which no training was required
including grass cutting, painting and refuse disposal. Light labor consisted of easy duties
connected to the interior economy of prisons such as cell cleaning, lamp trimming,
sweeping and preparation of food stuff for cooking.363 Lugard did not put in place
policies or legislation to ensure that laborers received wages for all kinds of labor
performed in prisons. The welfare of prisoners working on government projects was not
even considered a top priority. According to an official report, colonial authorities
refused to allow the prison department to obtain coal from the Enugu Colliery for the
purpose of cooking prisoners’ meals. The “only coal the prison department could get was
that which had fallen from trucks and was collected along the railway side by the
prisoners.”364 One point needs to be raised here: during the Lugardian era, convict labor

363 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year1917.
364 NAI, CSO 03035, (Prison Diet Scales) “Memorandum No. 12 Prison Investigation,” March 21, 1921.
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was the exclusive preserve of the colonial government. Penal authorities were not
allowed to hire out prison labour to private firms.365
During the Lugardian era, a culture of physical violence developed in Southern
Nigeria prisons as penal officials began to rely on and endorse the use of corporal
punishment. Several studies have shown that Lugard believed in and supported the use of
sanguinary forms of punishment on the colonial subjects. As the High Commissioner of
Northern Nigeria, Lugard suggested the introduction and use of the pillory and stocks. He
also questioned an enquiry held by the colonial office into the extent of flogging on
members of the West African Frontier Force in Northern Nigeria.366 Lugard, like some of
his contemporaries in South Africa and Kenya, subscribed to the racialist and
paternalistic idea that viewed Africans as child like people who needed to be schooled
and disciplined.367 He also bought into the official view, which claimed that Africans
preferred to be flogged rather than spend time in prison.368 Lugard justified the use of
corporal punishment in Northern Nigeria on the grounds that flogging and mutilation
were endorsed by African cultural practice. In addition, he reportedly introduced the use

365 NAI, CSO 003114, Secretary Southern Provinces to the Chief Secretary to Government: Memorandum
No.598/4, August 29 1921.
366 Margery Perham, Lugard: The Years of Authority, 1898-1945 Vol. II (London: Collins, 1960), 199200.
367 David Anderson, “Punishment, Race and “The Raw Native”: Settler Society and Kenya’s Flogging
Scandals, 1895-1930, Journal of Southern African Studies, 37 (2011): 479-497. Stephen Pete and Annie
Devenish, Flogging, Fear and Food: Punishment and Race in Colonial Natal, Journal of Southern African
Studies, 31 (2005): 3-21.
368 Steven Pierce and Anupama Rao, Discipline and the Other Body: Correction, Corporeality and
Colonialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 194), 200.
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of the cat-o-nine tails into Honk Kong when he served as the Governor from 1912 to
1914.369
As the Governor General of amalgamated Nigeria, Lugard introduced a criminal
code that allowed for individuals to be flogged with the cat-o-nine tails, a multi-tailed
whip known for its ability to cut through and damage human skin. The Ordinance also
allowed for the administration of whipping on offenders with a light rod, cane or birch.370
In regard to prisons, Lugard established penal laws and legislation that allowed for the
infliction of bodily pain upon prisoners for the violation of prison rules. Regulation forty
of the Prison Regulations of 1917, for instance, gave the Director of Prisons, or the
Deputy Director, or an Inspector, or any one or more visitors of prisons the power to
award corporal punishment. Under Regulation forty eight Prison Visitors were allowed to
punish convicts with corporal punishment.371 They could also punish all legal offences
outside jurisdiction of the Superintendent of prisons.
Lugard gave legal backing to the application of official corporal punishment in
prisons at a time when reformers, humanitarian groups and penal officials were calling
for its abolition in British prisons.372 Penal officials in Southern Nigeria supported

369 I. F Nicolson, The Administration of Nigeria, 1900-1960: Men, Methods and Myths (London:
Clarendon Press, 1969), 112.
370 NAI, CSO 30015, Amendment of Prison Regulations for the Punishment of Officers against Prison
Discipline.
371 NAI, CSO 26, 30015, (Amendment of Prison Regulation for the Punishment of Officer against Prison
Discipline) “The Acting Secretary Southern Province to the Chief Secretary to the Government: Corporal
Punishment for Prison Offences,” November 23, 1934.
372 David Killingray, “The ‘Rod of the Empire’: The Debate over Corporal Punishment in the British
African Colonial Forces, 1888-1946, The Journal of African History, Vol. 35 (1994): 201-216. David
Anderson, “Punishment, Race and ‘The Raw Native’: Settler Society and Kenya’s Flogging Scandals,”
Journal of Southern African Studies, 37 (2011): 479.
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Lugard’s agenda mainly because other subtle forms of disciplinary control such as
confinement in a solitary cell, reduced diet and forfeiture of marks were not of much
value. As earlier mentioned, with the exception of the Lagos prison, there were no
solitary or refractory cells in any of the prisons in Southern Nigeria. Also, the forfeiture
of marks did not work in prisons with a high number of short term offenders. Prisoners
serving short terms of imprisonment were not qualified for remission under the marks
system. In the absence of facilities for enforcing alternative punishments, colonial
officials sanctioned the use of corporal punishment. Out of the 1,305 punishments
inflicted in 1915, 216 were of a corporal nature while the remainder comprised extra
imprisonment (for the offence of escaping), solitary confinement, reduced diet, loss of
remission of sentence and extra labor.373
Available evidence shows that the power to administer corporal punishment was
too freely used and abused by penal officials and prison visitors. All prisoners, with the
exception of female prisoners, were flogged and whipped for all manner of offences,
even for petty breaches of discipline that did not deserve to be treated with corporal
punishment. Young offenders were not exempt from the brutish procedure; they were
flogged in the prison yard and in courts for as punishment for offences. From the 1920s,
prison officials adopted the use of other brutal forms of punishment such as the use of
restraining gears, gang chains and leg-irons.374

373 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1915.
374 NAI, CSO 003114, Prison Departments: Northern and Southern Provinces Annual Reports, 1920-1921.
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During Lugard’s administration, health and sanitary conditions in Southern
Nigeria prisons did not improve instead it deteriorated into a dismal and terrible state.
Prisoners lived under filthy and unhygienic conditions. For instance, prisoners confined
at Obubra prison drank unboiled rain water, which was collected from the roof of their
cells.375 In Bonny prison, after eating their meals, prisoners cleaned their feeding pans by
scrubbing it with sand.376 The feeding situation was much worse at Degema prison where
the feeding regimen allowed for two prisoners to eat out of one pan.377 Prison cooks and
warders laid prisoners’ food such as yam, foofoo and fish on the bare floor for lack of
sufficient feeding pans.378 Most prisons in Southern Nigeria lacked a good toilet system.
A colonial report revealed that prisoners at Aro-Chukwu and Itu lock ups lacked latrines
pails for the purpose of defecation. It was not until the stench became unbearable that
prison officials, using penal labor, dug a cesspit in the corner of the prison.379 The cesspit
eventually turned into a habitation for flies as it was left opened all through the year.
Under these circumstances, many prisoners contracted different kinds of diseases.
Furthermore penal officials failed to segregate healthy prisoners from unhealthy
ones. In Eket prison, for instance, lepers and lunatics mingled with the rest of the prison

375 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales) “Dr Clark to the Senior Sanitary Officer: Prison Investigation,
Preliminary Report with Recommendations on Brass Prison,” May 7 1921.
376 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales), “Dr Clark to The Senior Sanitary Officer: Prison Investigation:
Preliminary Report with Recommendations on Bonny Prison,” May 5 1921.
377 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales) “Director of Medical and Sanitary Services to Chief Secretary to
the Government: Preliminary Reports and Recommendations on Degema Prisons,” 23rd May 1921.
378 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales) “The Senior Sanitary Officer to the Principal Medical Officer
Lagos: Preliminary Report with Recommendations on Opobo Prison,”10 May 1921.
379 CSO 26 03035 (Prison Diet Scales) “W.S Clark to Senior Sanitary Officer: Prison Investigation
Preliminary Report with Recommendations Aro-Chukwu and Itu Lock-ups” May 6 1921.
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population.380 Also, penal authorities did not supply prisoners with adequate clothing and
blankets. In some prison, offenders wore unwashed and unsterilized cloths for many
months. At Ikot-Ekpene, prisoners were permitted to wash their garbs only on Saturdays
beside a local stream. A sanitary officer noted that due to the lack of extra-clothing, most
prisoners put on their wet clothing after washing it at the stream.381
Of course, unsanitary conditions promoted the outbreak of diseases. In 1915,
prisoners confined at prisons in Akwa, Onitsha, Udi, Port-Harcourt and Enugu died after
being afflicted with one or more of the following diseases: ankylostomiasis, bronchitis,
cirrhosis of liver, diarrhea, dysentery, fever, heart disease, myalgia, pneumonia, oedema
and varicella. The death rate for that year averaged about 93.07 out of 1000. In 1916, the
death rate increased rapidly as many more prisoners in different convict, provincial and
native prisons contracted all sort of diseases. The table below shows the mortality rate in
Southern Nigeria prisons according to the annual Report on Southern Nigeria prisons for
the year 1916. It is clear from the table 2 that mortality rate increased in prisons located
in the Eastern provinces, especially in Port-Harcourt, Enugu, Okigwi and Ogwashi
prisons.382

380 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales), “Wm. S. Clark to The Senior Sanitary Officer: (Memorandum)
Preliminary Report on Eket Prison,” March 5 1921.
381 CS0 26/03035, (Prison Diet Scales) “Dr Clark to Senior Secretary Officer: Preliminary Report on Ikot
Ekpene Prison and Uyo and Abak Lock-ups,”December 10th 1920.
382 CRL, Annual Report on the Prison Department of the Southern Provinces of Nigeria for the Year 1916.
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Prison

Number of Deaths

Daily Average Population

Port Harcourt

27

627

Enugu

157

495

Lagos

13

356

Calabar

14

348

Ikot-Ekpene

20

263

Opobo

2

250

Awka

11

250

Warri

19

202

Okigwi

35

183

Onitsha

18

166

Degema

7

160

Owerri

8

153

Ogoja

1

130

Kwale

4

126

Abeokuta

2

124

Benin

7

121

Ahoada

1

99

Obubra

4

92

Afikpo

10

92

188

Aba

5

88

Idah

1

16

Okwoga

3

86

Agbor

1

82

Eket

2

76

Ogwashi

14

75

Ubiaja

7

73

Abakaliki

5

64

Forcados

2

59

Bonny

0

40

Obudu

4

39

Ilaro

0

36

Ado

0

35

Ondo

2

32

Ibadan

0

30

Ifon

1

28

Epe

3

27

Badagry

1

19

Brass

2

17

Ikorodu

0

27

Oyo

0

19
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Table 4:

Mortality rates in Southern Nigerian Prisons

The following year, the death rate reduced only to pick up again in 1918 due to
the outbreak of the influenza epidemic. Virologists have propounded different theories on
the origin and cause of the influenza pandemic which resulted in the death of many
people across the globe during the course of the First World War. This argument does not
concern us here, but it is important to examine how the influenza pandemic, which some
scholars describe as the most pervasive and devastating biological disasters in world
history since the bubonic plague,383 reached Nigeria and affected its populace.
In an interesting study, Don Ohadike argued that the influenza virus was
introduced into Nigeria by passengers and crew who landed at Nigerian ports via ships
from overseas. From the coastal ports, the virus diffused to different parts of the Northern
and Southern provinces through trade routes, railway lines, motor roads, rivers and
caravan routes.384 Within weeks of its diffusion, the influenza virus killed about 500,000
Nigerians out of a population of eight million, causing labor shortages, especially in
urban centers such as Lagos, Ibadan, Onitsha, Calabar, and Benin. About 209 prisoners
died as a result of the influenza pandemic. Out of all prisons in Southern Nigeria, Lagos
prison recorded the highest number of deaths. This is probably because the disease first

383 David Patterson and Gerald Pyle, “The Diffusion of Influenza in Sub-Saharan Africa during the 19181919 Pandemic, Social Science and Medicine, 17 (1983): 1299. David Patterson, “The Influenza Epidemic
of 1918-1919 in the Gold Coast,” Journal of African History 24 (1983): 485-502.
384 Don Ohadike, “Diffusion and Physiological Responses to the Influenza Pandemic of 1918-1919 in
Nigeria,” Social Science and Medicine 32 (1991): 1395. Don Ohadike, “The Influenza Pandemic of 19181919 and the Spread of Cassava Cultivation on the Lower Niger: A Case Study in Historical Linkages,”
Journal of African History, 22 (1981): 383.
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made its entry and spread rapidly in the city.385 The high mortality rate recorded in
Southern Nigeria prisons in the aftermath of the First World War can also be attributed to
the outbreak of the small pox epidemics. The epidemic claimed the lives of many
prisoners particularly those in prisons located in the Eastern provinces. The high death
rate recorded at Agwu prison in 1920, for instance, was ascribed to the outbreak of the
small pox.386
Many prisoners also died as a result of the spread of the Yellow Fever. The
disease appeared in Lagos and spread quickly to neighboring communities, it also
registered its presence among prison populations within and outside the territory of
Lagos. The Lagos Weekly Record reported that officials of the Medical and Sanitary
Department quarantined the ports of Lagos twice in the attempt to reduce the spread of
the disease. It was also reported that about one tenth percent of the European population
then residing in Lagos died as a result of the epidemic.387The Health Crisis in Southern
Nigeria prisons was inherited by Lugard’s successor, Hugh Clifford. In 1920, the new
Governor General set up a commission to investigate the cause of the high mortality rate
in prisons. The findings of the commission and Clifford’s contribution to the
development of the penal system in Southern Nigeria will be fully examined in the next
chapter.

385 CSO 26/03035 (Prison Diet Scales) “Director Medical Services to the Chief Secretary to the
Government: Mortality in Prisons in Tropical Colonies in East and West Africa – Enquiry into Suggested,”
9th January 1922.
386 NAI, CSO 26/2 003114, Prison Departments: Northern and Southern Provinces Annual Reports, 19201921.
387 Lagos Weekly Record, “Weekly Notes,” September 2 & 9, 1916.

191

Before closing this chapter, it is important to state that between 1914 and 1919,
prisons established in different parts of Southern Nigeria continued to serve tools used for
silencing and repressing opposition to colonial authority. During Lugard’s tenure as
Governor General, several revolts and protests erupted. These acts of resistance occurred
mainly because members of the local populace, especially those in the Eastern provinces
felt alienated by the government. They were strongly opposed to the judicial and
administrative machinery which undermined customary practices, encouraged corruption
and purported illegitimate members of the society as warrant chiefs. Educated elites in
Lagos also spoke vehemently against the Lugardian system which sanctioned the use of
excessive force and denied people’s rights to counsel.
All these deep seated frustrations eventually led to the outbreak of riots and
organized protests in different parts of Nigeria such as Warri, Kwale, Owerri, Oyo,
Abeokuta and Iseyin. Lugard, who wholeheartedly defended the policy of indirect rule,
quelled many of the uprisings using the agencies of the criminal justice system including
the military, the police force, courts of law and prisons. Nigerian prisons received many
oppositional leaders and rioters. Lugard used penal confinement as a tool for repressing
people who spoke against his autocratic rule. He ensured that the Criminal Code of 1916
made provision for the punishment of journalists who published seditious statements
about his administration. During the Lugardian era, several journalists were imprisoned
for their critical writings. For instance, James Bright Davies, the Editor of the Times of
Nigeria, was charged for sedition and then sentenced to six months in prison for writing
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against Lugard’s administrative decisions.388 Thomas Jackson of the Lagos Weekly
Record was also confined in prison for two months for publishing what Lugard perceived
as a seditious material. Apart from journalists, members of the public who refused to
comply with Lugard’s draconian regulations ended up serving terms of imprisonment.
For instance, many Lagosians were confined in prisons and police lock ups for refusing
to pay the water rate. In fact, the indiscriminate imprisonment of three Lagosians led to
the protracted water rate protest of 1916.389
The manner with which colonial officials, during Lugard’s administration, dealt
with the Garrick Braide movement in 1916 serves as another useful example for
illustrating the extent to which colonial prisons were used as tools for repressing and
silencing oppositional forces. The Braide movement was started by Garris Sokari Braide,
an uneducated trader and fisherman born in 1882 in a small Kalabari village. Braide
joined a Christian mission house where he witnessed missionary charity work. Inspired
by the teachings of Christ, Braide dedicated his life to the service of God. He joined
forces with missionaries and began to perform miracles. Braide’s fame spread quickly as
he became recognized as a miracle performer. He quickly built a cult of followers among
several Niger Delta Groups including the people of Opobo, Okrika, Asa, Ndoki, Ogolona
and Ogoni who referred to him as “Elijah,” the messenger of God.
Briade’s name entered the black book of the colonial government when he began
to preach against colonial rule. He was particularly detested by European merchants

388 Osuntokun, Nigeria in the First World War, 69-70.
389 The Lagos Weekly Record, “The Water Rate Crisis,” September 16 & 30, 1916.
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because he told his followers to refrain from alcoholic drinks. As a result of his teachings,
European merchants operating in the Niger Delta recorded a significant decrease in sale
of and demand for imported alcoholic beverages. Saddened by the turn of events,
European merchants wrote endless letters to the colonial government asking for help
against the Braide movement whose activities threatened their economic interest and
safety. The colonial government responded by sending out security agents into the region
to gather intelligence report on the movement.390
An opportunity to frustrate the expansion of the group came in 1916 when Braide
visited Abomena. At the small village, Braide gave a public speech in which discredited
the colonial government and noted that the white man’s days in the country were
numbered. The colonial government immediately moved into action. Security agents
including the police and military personnel were sent to the Niger Delta area. The Lagos
Weekly Record reported that in the attempt to clamp down on the movement security
forces burnt many churches and houses belonging to members of the movement. In
addition, they indiscriminately and secretly arrested individuals affiliated in any way to
the movement.391 The colonial government also filed criminal charges against Braide for
offenses which included collecting money on false pretence, conducting activities that
caused a breach of peace and causing damages to emblems used for the worship of

390 The Lagos Weekly Record, “How Garrick came by the Title Elijah, March 10, 1917. The Lagos
Weekly Record, “The Truth about Garrick Braide Lately Designated Elijah II,” February 10, 1917.
391 The Lagos Weekly Record, “Unrest in the Eastern Districts or Side Lights on the Garrick Temperance
Movement,” November 18, 1916.
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traditional gods and goddesses.392 After many weeks of court trial, Braide, the leader of
the movement, received a three months prison sentence. Thereafter, the movement died a
natural death.

Conclusion
From 1914 to 1919, the penal system in Southern Nigeria functioned not only as a
repressive institution, but also as a warehouse for recruiting cheap convict labor. Lugard
recruited convicts for government projects and showed no interest in the reformation and
rehabilitation of prisoners. Lugard’s handprint on the penal system can be summarized
thus: first, he introduced penal legislations, which were effective only on paper. Second,
he sanctioned the use of corporal punishment in prisons. Third, his administrative policies
did not bring any revolutionary change in penal administration. The prison department of
the Northern and Southern provinces continued to operate independently. Prison
administration also suffered from many defects for lack of adequate funds and
infrastructure. In the next chapter we shall examine how Lugard’s policies continued to
influence the development of the prison system up to the eve of the Second World War.

392 Fieder Ludwig, “Elijah II Radicalisation and Consolidation of the Garrick Braide Movement,” Journal
of Religion in Africa, 23 (1993): 296-317.
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Chapter 4: The Prison System in the Years of Uneasiness, 1919-1938
Introduction
The period after Lugard left his post as Governor General to the eve of the Second
World War can be described as the years of uneasiness in Nigeria colonial history.
During this period, the local populace expressed their dissatisfaction with the indirect rule
system. People in the Southern provinces in particular condemned the system for its
autocratic and undemocratic tendencies. Second, during this period the country faced
some difficult times as a result of the financial depression and its attendant economic
hardship. Poverty and unemployment resulted in social agitations, colonial subjects in
different parts of the country, especially in the Southern provinces organized riots and
protests. Third, the period witnessed different shifts in political administration as the
country was governed by two types of administrators: those who believed in the
Lugardian system and those who vehemently opposed and sought to change the system.
This chapter investigates how various policy decisions made by administrators
who governed Nigeria after Lugard such as Hugh Clifford, Donald Cameron and Graeme
Thomson affected the culture of penal confinement in Southern Nigeria from 1919 to the
eve of the Second World War. Some of these administrators created laws that affected the
health and general well being of imprisoned colonial subjects. In addition, some of these
administrators made policy decisions which positively influenced prison administration
in the Northern as well as Southern provinces.
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This chapter also examines the contributions made and limitations faced by penal
administrators such as Colonel Salier, Francis Garvey and Colonel Victor Mabb and it
demonstrates that in spite of concerted efforts by some well meaning officials, the growth
and expansion of the penal system in Southern Nigeria was hampered by lack of funds
and inadequate infrastructure. More so, the prison system operated in an unfavorable
economic and political context that further limited its transition from an unrefined system
to an effective modern institution. Some of the themes covered in the chapter include the
following: prisoners’ welfare, convict labor, corporal punishment, prisoner’s health and
vocational education.

Hugh Clifford and the Lugardian system of Administration
In his book titled, Nigeria: A Critique of British Colonial Administration, Robert
Crocker offered a critique of Lugard’s administration. Indirect rule system, he observed,
gradually “degenerated into a systematic glorification of a number of able but
unscrupulous careerists.” It was used by Lugard and his cohorts to promote and preserve
“at all costs the status and power of the families of the hereditary Emirs and chiefs.” He
added that advocates of the indirect rule system turned a deaf ear to the needs and
aspirations of non-Muslim groups and became unnecessarily pre-occupied with Islam.393
Crocker was one of the few political officers who had the courage to challenge Lugard’s
administrative system, which many of his superiors and colleagues, including those in the

393 W.R Crocker, Nigeria: A Critique of British Colonial Administration (London: George Allen & Unwin
Limited, 1936), 215.
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Colonial Office in London, considered to be an epitome of success. Crocker spoke at a
time when Lugard’s achieved enormous fame within official circles at home and abroad.
Educated elites in the Southern Province did not keep silent. They spoke against
the principles of administration upheld by Lugard and his disciples. Unlike European
political officers, these group comprising of men and women, mostly drawn from
immigrant communities in Lagos, unabashedly raised their voices against policy
decisions made by Lugard, especially those that concerned key issues such as the
extension of the system of taxation into southern Nigeria, increased water rate in Lagos,
denial of right to legal representation in Native and Provincial courts, irrational
suspension of traditional leaders, indiscriminate arrests, promulgation of obnoxious laws
such as the Criminal Code and Collective Punishment Ordinance, public floggings of
offenders and official use of corporal punishment, maintenance of white prestige, placing
of the judiciary under the control of the executive arm of government and press
censorship.
In their writings and speeches, educated elites depicted Lugard as an autocrat who
operated a nefarious system of administration, which was nothing short of an
experimental failure and a “standing disgrace to British tradition of justice and fair
play.”394 They detested the fact that Lugard gave authority to corrupt and illegitimate
local leaders “tin gods of wheels” who endeavored “to ride rough shod over the wishes

394 Lagos Weekly Record, “A Critical Review of Sir Hugh Clifford’s Address to the Nigerian Council,”
January 29, 1921.
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and feelings of the people.”395 One educated elite described Lugard on the pages of the
Lagos Weekly record in 1919 as “the victim of an exaggerated personality.” He added
that Lugard lived in world by himself “so high was he in the clouds that he saw very little
of the people he was called upon to govern.”396
Lugard retired from active service at the close of the Great War, to be exact on 5
November 1918. For majority of the people in Southern Nigeria, his departure was a
welcomed development, a much needed relief from the yoke of an administrator who
ruled with an iron hand and failed to yield to voices crying for reform. Lugard’s exit from
the political scene was uneventful in Southern Nigeria.397 He was not showered with
accolades from the local press neither did he receive special awards from elites in
recognition of his achievements. Most of the praise he received was directed by his
disciples in Northern Nigeria and officials in London.
Following Lugard’s retirement, Hugh Clifford, former Governor of the Gold
Coast, was appointed as the new Governor General. Clifford inherited not only the seat of
power but also all of the administrative problems left unresolved by his unpopular
predecessor.398 According to Nicholson, the new Governor was “faced with a desperate
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case of sick administration.”399After arriving in Nigeria in mid August 1919, Clifford
embarked on a tour of inspection of twenty out of the twenty-two provinces of Nigeria
with the intent “to make a close study of the Nigerian question.”400 During the tour, he
formed his opinion on a number of issues which affected the general well being of the
country and its peoples.
In a 150 pages report written to the Colonial Office, he noted that the Nigerian
system built by Lugard could not be sustained in the long run due to the gross
mismanagement of political affairs. The system as practiced in Northern Nigeria, in
Clifford’s opinion, followed the extremist path mainly because administrative officers in
the provinces formulated and voted for laws that shielded the Muslim groups from
Western influence, discouraged commercial development and curtailed activities of nonindigenes and European business personnel to reservation quarters. Administrators in the
North bought into Lugard’s idea that the indigenous system should be left
uncontaminated. Thus, their main objective, as Clifford pointed out, was to preserve
traditional institutions and medieval conditions at all cost even if such policy resulted in
the retardation of social and economic progress.401 Clifford spoke strongly against the
official policy towards non-muslim groups in Northern Nigeria. Under the Lugardian
system, Fulani chiefs drawn from Moslem emirates were appointed as rulers to oversee
legal and political affairs in non-muslim communities. Northern Nigeria administrators

399 I. F Nicholson, The Administration of Nigeria, 1900-1960: Men, Methods and Myths, 218.
400 Nigerian Council: Address by Governor Sir Hugh Clifford to the Nigerian Council, 29 December 1920
(Lagos: Government Printer, 1925), 2.
401 I.M.Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria, 534-535.
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forced these leaders on local populations who hitherto did not recognize any central
political authority or institution. Most of the non-muslim communities were traditionally
acephalous states.
In addition, Clifford concluded that Lugard showed a high degree of insensitivity
towards Nigerians, especially the people of Southern Nigeria. Lugard treated educated
elites with disdain and refused to yield to their plea for participation in government
affairs. Clifford referred to the decision to apply the Northern Nigeria clone of the
indirect rule system to Southern societies, which the educated elites spoke against, “as an
attempt to build on quick sand.”402 Lugard ignored the existing political arrangement in
the South and then introduced an alien system which promoted corrupt and illegitimate
leaders, denied people of their legal rights and prompted disgruntled members of the local
population to challenge government authority through strikes and riots. Clifford came to
the realization that Lugard did not develop an inclusive policy that catered to the needs of
different groups within the country.
In his letter to the Colonial Office, Clifford complained about the machinery used
for the governing of Nigeria. He was particularly disturbed by the absence of a central
secretariat for the coordination of the work done by the independent and unconnected
secretariats of the Northern and Southern province. Addressing his superiors in London,
he stated that for the complete amalgamation of both territories, that is the Northern and
Southern Provinces, to come to fruition, it was imperative that “the coordination of
administrative work, political and non political alike, should be directed from a single
402 Nicholson, The Administration of Nigeria, 1900-1960, 219.
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center.”403 Clifford complained about the lack of coordination between officials in the
Northern and Southern provinces. He realized that Lieutenant Governors administering
each territory possessed little or no knowledge about political, economic and social
developments occurring outside their territories. As far as Clifford was concerned, the
system built by Lugard and his cohorts created confusion and unnecessary duplication of
duties for the Governor General who had to report or communicate with the Colonial
Office on questions related to both provinces.
Clifford did not seek for the complete overhaul of Lugard’s Nigerian system
instead he wanted the Colonial Office to reverse some of the policies formulated by his
predecessor and to approve his reconstruction scheme, which called for the endorsement
of the following measures: first, the constitution of a new Nigerian secretariat to be
placed under an experienced official dubbed “Chief Secretary to the Government.” This
official, as Clifford stated, would be saddled with the task of overlooking the whole
administrative machine. The official would also be responsible for the following duties:
collecting and correlating all questions that have to be decided by the Governor and
building up for the use of the government a main record office which will contain the
originals or copies of all essential documents relating to all Nigerian affairs. Second,
Clifford’s scheme called for the appointment of a Secretary for Native Affairs who would
coordinate all questions relating to native administration and assist the Governor to
preserve uniformity in dealing with native affairs. Third, the scheme included a plan to

403 CO 583/80, Clifford to Milner, 3 December 1919 quoted in Jeremy White, The Development of Central
Administration in Nigeria, 1914-1948: The Problem of Polarity (Ireland: Irish Academic Press, 1981), 80.
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reduce the status of the Lieutenant Governor for Northern Nigeria and the scrapping of
the secretariat in Lagos. Four, Clifford wanted the reduction of the authority enjoyed by
emirs over their non-muslim subjects in the Northern provinces. Five, he called for the
relaxation of laws and policies in Northern Nigeria in a bid to encourage commercial
development and western education. Six, he demanded for the creation of a new
Legislative council and the abolition of Lugard’s Nigerian Council. Lastly, Clifford’s
scheme made a case for the reconstruction of the judicial system through the relaxation of
draconian laws that denied colonial subjects the right to appeal and legal representation in
Provincial courts.
A number of scholars have shown in their studies that officials concerned with
Nigerian matters in the Colonial Office considered Clifford’s scheme to be too radical
and as a calculated attack on the Indirect Rule system. Okonjo explained in his study that
Clifford called for modification at a time when the “colonial office was still ecstatically
extolling indirect rule as a great model of colonial government and was busy holding it
up to governments of the remaining African dependencies as deserving of adoption
within their territories.”404 He added that officials in the Colonial Office were ticked off
by Clifford’s voluminous, repetitive and overly long denunciatory despatches. They
worked extra hours trying to summarize Clifford’s lengthy papers for Secretary of
State.405

404 Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria, 83.
405 Ibid, 84.
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In another study, Cookey stated that officials in London rejected Clifford’s plan
not necessarily because of the content of his official despatches but for three important
reasons: first, the timing of the reform was wrong; Clifford’s call for reform coincided
with the period when Lugard achieved fame and popularity in colonial circles. Second,
officials thought the scheme “represented a policy diametrically opposed to those of
Lugard and his disciples.” Third, colonial officials already facing nationalist agitations in
India and elsewhere could not agree with a scheme that called for the “future government
of Africans by themselves”406 and the emancipation of colonial subjects.407
Clifford’s scheme was not out rightly rejected in spite of the radical views it
upheld. Alfred Milner, the Colonial Secretary, allowed Clifford to make certain nonradical administrative changes, which included the constitution of a new Legislative
Council and the opening of a new government secretariat. He, however, took the side of
officials in London when he refused to approve the Governor’s plan to restructure the
judicial system and curtail the power of Lieutenant Governors. Milner told Clifford in a
correspondence that “the Lugardian system should in its main principles be upheld.”408
In 1920 Clifford began to re-organize the Nigerian administrative system within
the limits approved by his superiors in the Colonial Office. Some of the new policies and
procedures affected the organization and function of the penal system in Southern Nigeria
as well as the Northern provinces. Before delving into the discussion on the culture of
penal confinement during Clifford’s tenure, it is important to examine Clifford’s view on
406 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Sir Donald Cameron and the Native Administration,” January 21, 1933.
407 Cookey, “Sir Hugh Clifford as Governor of Nigeria: An Evaluation,” 537-538.
408 Ibid, 538.
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the Nigerian penal system and more importantly, his views about the penal system in
Southern Nigeria.

Health Crisis in Southern Nigeria Prisons
The new Governor General’s introduction to the Nigerian prison system occurred
in November 1919 when he visited the convict prison in Lagos.409 From December 1919
Clifford embarked on a tour of inspection that took him to different parts of the country.
It was during this tour that the new Governor General formed his impression on the
Nigerian prison system. Clifford visited government prisons located in the Northern and
Southern provinces, including those at Old Calabar, Onitsha, Enugu and Port Harcourt.
He thought that the government prisons were ‘admirable institutions’ save for the
appallingly high death rate.
Prison statistics for 1920 showed that many prisoners died in prisons, particularly
in convict prisons located at Enugu, Port-Harcourt, Calabar and Lagos. The high
mortality rate was not peculiar to government prisons alone. Prison records also show
that prisoners serving short sentences in provincial and native administration prisons at
Afikpo, Awgu, Obubra, Okigwi, and Ogoja were not spared from the reach of the pangs
of disease and death.410 What made matters worse was that at the time when the prison
death rates were at their highest in the Southern provinces, the administrative staff of the

409 Lagos Weekly Record, “The Arrival of His Excellency and Lady Clifford in Nigeria,” November 15,
1919. It is reported that Clifford visited prisons and hospitals in Lagos in November 1919.
410 CRL, Prisons Department, Southern and Northern Provinces Annual Report, 1920.
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prisons department was at its lowest.411 The prison department lacked adequate and
competent staffs. Clifford was so alarmed by the high mortality rate in these prisons that
in his address to the Nigerian Council in 1920 he stated:
The matter is one which has closely engaged my attention
and has occasioned me a great deal of anxiety and
misgiving; for in the whole course of my long experience
of the Tropics I have never encountered prison statistics
of so disturbing a character as those which are revealed by
the gaols of this country, more especially those under the
immediate management of the Government in the valley
of the Niger and in the vicinity of the Eastern railway.412
In his address to the Nigerian Council, Clifford highlighted some of what he
thought were the possible causes for the alarming high mortality rate in prisons:

a) “the very primitive character of the majority of the convicts…and the depressing effects
upon their vitality which are produced in them by captivity – effects similar to those
which may be observed in any wild creature that of a sudden is deprived of its liberty.”
b) “the added terror and depression occasioned when, as too often happens, they have to be
transported over considerable distances, through country never before traversed by them,
which adds acute nostalgia and a feeling of hopelessness and despair to their other mental
sufferings.”
c) “the abrupt change from the particular forms of vegetable diet to which they have all their
lives been accustomed, to some other vegetable fare to which they are not used – a
change which is often inevitable, since the country in the vicinity of the prison frequently
does not produce the special kind of grain or millet which is their wonted staples; and the
indigestion and intestinal troubles which this occasions and to which their slackened
vitality opposes only a feeble resistance.”
d) “[Excessive ventilation of association-wards caused by urge on the part of prison officials
to comply to racialist policy devised to insure the health of European convicts [but which
411 NAI, CSO 03035, Secretary Southern Province to the Chjef Secretary to Government: Prison Reorganization: Diet Scales Supervision Mortality, Feb 21 1922. (Prison Diet Scales)
412 Nigerian Council: Address by Governor Sir Hugh Clifford to the Nigerian Council, 29 December 1920,
167-168.
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is not conducive for prisoners drawn from the local population] who habitually live and
sleep in their own huts in an atmosphere that would set the least sensitive of Europeans
hawking and gasping; and anything resembling fresh air, more especially at night time, is
to such folk unspeakably distressing. How acutely they [Non-European prisoners] feel it
is illustrated by the fact that it is a common practice among them to dispense with their
blankets which are then used by them to stop the air holes that a well meaning by
mistaken philanthropy has provided for them; After which they huddle down to sleep,
much as rabbits crowd together for the sake of warmth, in the least airy corner of their
common cell.”
e) “[practice of compelling convicts], many of whom in their natural state live all their lives
in a condition of complete or almost complete, nudity, to wear clothes. These only
consist; it is true, of a white canvas jumper with a pair of shorts to match, and with a cap
of the same material.” Clifford added that many prisoners after returning from extra
mural work wear their “unaccustomed garments drenched with sweat, and thereafter sit
about in the yards behind the wire-entanglements, which provide no protection from the
breezes, while the roll is being called over, etc, thus exposing themselves to chills which
their lowered vitality is powerless to resist.”
f) “the regularity and monotony of their work, which is excessively wearisome to the body
and irksome to the body and irksome to the mind and spirit of a human being who, all his
days, has worked only when the spirit moved him, and then so much and for so long as an
occasional fit of spasmodic energy impelled.”413

In his address to the Council, Clifford announced that he had already put together
a special committee to investigate prison conditions in the country and tender a report to
aid his administration in formulating a policy to address the health crisis experienced in
prisons in the Southern provinces. The fact that Clifford formed the committee in May
1920, seven months before he even addressed the Nigerian Council, is a testament to his
commitment to resolving the health crisis that plagued that resulted in a high mortality
rate. It is possible to argue that the “prison health crisis” was among the issues that came
top on the Governor’s priority list in the first few months of his administration. The

413 Ibid, 167-168.
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Committee headed by Dr D. W. S. Clark (a sanitary officer) and comprising of European
officials drawn from various government departments was saddled with the task of
touring all the prisons in the country. In addition, members of the committee were asked
to report on the food question and other routine matters as it concerned prisons in the
Southern provinces with the aim to ascertain the necessary measures to be taken to
improve the well being of prisoners. Lastly, the committee was asked to come up with
concrete recommendations for the information and guidance of the prison department and
political officers concerned with the supervision of native authority prisons.
After touring most of the prisons in Southern Nigeria from November 1920 to
February 1921, Dr Clark and members of the committee made their recommendations
known through a report submitted on the 21st of March 1921. The detailed report showed
that chronic starvation caused by deficient food supply was the underlying cause of the
high mortality rate in prisons. Furthermore, the committee observed that the quality of
food supplied to prisoners was of an inferior quality. Prisoners ate decayed and mouldy
fish, meat of which an excessive proportion was cartilage and tendon (as in the case of
Enugu prison), beans badly damaged by weevils or other insects (as in the case of PortHarcourt and Calabar prison) and other foods with an excessive amount of fibre. In
addition, the committee observed that the diet scales given in prisons did not meet up to
the standard approved by the Royal Society in London. Prisoners were placed on a
dietary scale with low proportion of vitamins and proteins but excessively high
proportion of carbohydrates. Furthermore, the committee made it clear that the food
defect in Southern Nigeria prisons was partly caused by prison officials, especially the
208

warder staffs, messengers and prison cooks, who constantly pilfered prison food along
with other prison resources.
Apart from defective prison diet, the committee also highlighted other secondary
causal factors that resulted in the shocking high mortality rate. The list includes the
frequent outbreak of diseases and sickness and the sudden transfer of prisoners from one
prison to another. To elaborate, the committee claimed that the frequent outbreak of
diseases including ankylostomiasis, diarrhea, dysentery, anemia and oedema and
excessive ventilation, caused by the lack of adequate infrastructure, terminated or
shortened the lives of many prisoners. The committee added that many long term
offenders, especially those transferred to prisons situated outside their local communities
or in distant areas, died as a result of hopelessness and home sickness.414 To reduce the
high death rate in prison, the committee recommended close supervision of low cadre
prison officials, frequent prison visitation by government officials, a revised diet scale,
provision of adequate medical facilities, closure of defective prisons and wage increase
for all prison officials.415
Colonial officials concerned with prison matters in Southern Nigeria introduced
several changes to the penal system, as far as practicable, based on the recommendations
made by Dr Clark and his colleagues. In July 1920, for instance, the Principal Medical
Officer introduced a revised diet scale, which included groundnuts and other protein
414 NAI, CSO 03035, “The Director of Medical and Sanitary Services to the Chief Secretary to the
Government: General Report Embodying the More Important Points Observed in the Group of Prisons
Already Visited,” May 10 1921 (Prison Diet Scales).
415 NAI CSO 03035, “Director of Medical Services to the Chief Secretary to the Government: Mortality in
Prisons in Tropical Colonies in East and West Africa – Enquiry into Suggested,” 9th January, 1922 (Prison
Diet Scales)

209

foods. This measure achieved some modicum of success. It was confirmed by prison
officials that “the improvement in the dietary for Enugu Convict Prison and reduction in
numbers had the desired effect on the health of prisoners.”416
Other measures taken to reduce the high mortality rate in prisons included the
following: the closure of Udi and Koko prisons (these were the prisons located along the
Eastern railway); the reduction of the number of prison transfers; provision of funds for
the purchase and supply of essential prison items including weighing scales, feeding
pans, buckets, water boilers and cooking utensils; and the formulation of new policies to
improve supervision of subordinate staffs.417 Medical officers posted to convict and
provincial prisons were instructed to regularly weigh prisoners, ensure that water
consumed by prisoners were properly boiled and provide extra food based on the
approval of the Director of Medical and Sanitary service. The provision of a new diet
scale for prisoners was the most drastic change made in the attempt to reduce the death
rate in Southern Nigeria prisons; however, this measure did not last long. By June 1921,
penal officials revised the diet scale on the grounds that it was too generous. The scale
was revised again in December 1921.418

Hugh Clifford and the Penal System in Southern Nigeria, 1919-1920
At the time when Clifford took over the administration of Nigeria, there were
thirty prisons in the provinces of Southern Nigeria. Convict prisons were located at
416 NAI, CSO 26/2 03114, Annual Report Prison Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1920-21.
417 Ibid.
418 NAI, CSO 26/2 03283, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1921.
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Abeokuta, Calabar, Enugu (with branch prisons at Emene and Iva Valley), Lagos (with
branch prisons at Ikoyi and Yaba) and Port Harcourt. Provincial prisons were located at
Benin City, Ogoja, Ondo, Onitsha, Owerri and Warri. There were divisional prisons at
Aba, Abakaliki, Ado, Afikpo, Aghor, Ahoada, Awgu, Awka, Bonny, Brass (with branch
prison at Akasa), Degema, Eket, Forcados, Fugar, Ifon, Ikot Ekpene, Ilaro, Kwale, Obolo,
Obubra, Ogwashi (with branch prison at Asaba), Okigwe, Opobo, Oyo, Sapele and
Ubiaja.419 Convict prisons received prisoners with sentences of imprisonment exceeding
two years. Provincial prisons, administered mainly by political officers, received
offenders with sentences up to two years while divisional prisons, also administered by
political officers, admitted prisoners with sentence of imprisonment less than two
months.
In 1920, the Prisons (Appropriation Declaration) came into effect. The declaration
limited the intake of divisional prisons strictly to prisoners sentenced to six months
imprisonment.420 The Prisons (Appropriation Declaration) was created with the intent to
discourage prison officials from confining long term or habitual prisoners in local
government prisons and to encourage adherence to the system of prison classification
established in 1917 during the administration of Frederick Lugard.
It is equally important to note that the commencement of Clifford’s
administration coincided with period in which the Prisons department in Southern
Nigeria was going through a transitional phase. The Police department, which hitherto

419 NAI, CSO 26/2 03114, Annual Report Prison Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1920.
420 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 232.
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had been in charge of penal affairs, was in the process of transferring administration of
prisons to the newly created Prisons Department. This process of administrative
restructuring was concluded in November 1921 with the retirement of the then Inspector
General of Police for the South, Mr. C.W Duncan and the appointment of an ex-service
man, Lt. Col. E Salier, as the Director of prisons.421 It is plausible to argue that the
separation was effected mainly because the Police department assumed heavier duties.
Tekena Tamuno has shown in his study that the Police department took over from the
Customs Department the preventive work on the western frontier. In addition, the Police
department took over the administration of the Fire Brigade department.422
Colonel Salier, the new Director of Prison for Southern provinces, continued
some of the policies established by his predecessor. One such policy included the
provision of vocational and technical education for prisoners. Salier “put forward a
proposal for employing long sentence prisoners on prison industries,”423 arguing that the
scheme would serve an educational purpose as it would provide prisoners with skills
needed to survive in the society upon their discharge from prison. Salier also supported
the policy on humanitarian grounds, adding that it would increase the revenue base of the
prison department. In addition, Salier stressed the need to employ skilled Europeans as

421 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 83.
422 Tamuno, The Police in Modern Nigeria, 1861-1965, 62.
423 NAI, CSO 26/2 09591, “Secretary Southern Province to Chief Secretary to Government Arrangement
for Sanitary Work at Calabar,” 24 August, 1923.
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“Trade Instructors” in order to complement the work of local instructors and further
develop prison workshops.424
It is likely that the Director’s scheme was somewhat influenced by foreign forces,
particularly by the Phelps Stokes Commission. The Commission, sponsored by the
Phelps Stokes Fund and the Foreign Mission Societies of North America, called for the
provision of technical and vocational education to Africans including those in prisons. In
November 1920, members of the Commission visited Lagos Prison and discussed prison
matters in the Southern provinces with the Director and the Deputy Director of the Prison
department.425 In 1922, Clifford approved Salier’s scheme and provision was made for
the employment of additional African and European skilled instructors.
Throughout Clifford’s administration, the prison department achieved great
strides in the area of technical and vocational education. Prisoners received instructions
in different forms of trade including brick layering, boot making, basket weaving, cane
making, painting, tailoring and printing. Items produced by convicts sold out quickly
because of their superior quality and detailed finishing.426 Reporting in 1925, the
Director of prisons stated that “in the case of most of the articles manufactured (by
prisoners) the demand far exceeds the supply.”427 The cloth weaving/tailoring industry,
which commenced in the Lagos prison, proved to be the most successful of all prison

424 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department, Colony and Southern Provinces, 1922.
425 NAI, CSO 26/2 03114, Annual Report Prison Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1920.
426 Reportedly cane and wooden chairs produced by prisoners were bought by many home owners.
Prisoners made foot mats using coconut husks. These items were described as “perfectly finished
products.” The West African Pilot, Prison Industry, February 3, 1939.
427 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department: Colony and Southern Provinces, 1925.
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industries. Prisoners reportedly made uniforms for prison staff and prisoners, and also
for the African staff of the Marine, Posts and Telegraphs, Public Works, Customs,
Railway and Secretariat departments.428 Also, they made white dinner jackets, mess
jackets, white suits, polo breaches, mattresses and car covers for their European
customers.429
Apart from the tailoring industry, prison industries achieved good results in other
areas. Cane furniture was manufactured in large quantities at the Calabar, Lagos and Port
Harcourt Prisons. The prison department provided over 200 chairs for the Nigeria
Pavilion during the British Empire Exhibition which held at Wembley in 1924. It is
important to state here that penal officials in Southern Nigeria created meritable technical
educational schemes for prisoners; however, they failed to introduce prisoners to formal
education. The only form of exposure that prisoners had to formal education was through
the religious programs run in different prisons by Christian missions and Islamic clerics.
In Lagos, the Church Missionary Society and Wesleyan provided bible based education
and held services on Sundays for prisoners. The Roman Catholic Church also performed
the same duty in prisons located in the Eastern part of Southern Nigeria.
The point has already been established that during the Lugardian era, a culture of
physical violence prevailed in both the Southern and Northern Provinces. In the Northern
Provinces, people found guilty of crimes such as adultery and stealing were subjected to
different forms of corporal punishment such as whipping and flogging based on the

428 NAI, CSO 26/2 03114, Annual Report Prison Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1920.
429 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department: Colony and Southern Provinces, 1925.
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rulings of Muslim clerics of native Islamic courts. In different penal institutions located
in Northern Nigeria, prisoners were also subjected to different forms of physical violence
for the infraction of prison rules.
This culture of physical violence also permeated different social institutions in
Southern Nigeria. In missionary schools, children were disciplined with the cane or rod
for the infringement of school regulations. Courts officials and police officers also
inflicted bodily pain on law breakers; the most targeted groups were juvenile offenders.
Lugard’s Criminal Code, a penal code adapted from the Northern province and then
applied in the Southern province despite opposition from various sections of the
population, allowed for the flogging of offenders in open space.
Southern Nigeria prisons were not exempted from this culture of violence. Prison
Regulations promulgated in 1914 allowed certain prison officials as well as prison
visitors to administer corporal punishment for the infraction of prison rules. Official
records confirm that the use of corporal punishment increased tremendously during the
Lugardian era. Penal officials and prison visitors abused power by flogging and caning
prisoners even for minor breaches of prison rules.
The use of corporal punishment slightly reduced in Southern Nigeria prisons
during the administration of Hugh Clifford. Personally, the Governor did not support the
use of corporal punishment. In 1920 while addressing the Nigerian Council, he
commented: “I have all my life been strongly opposed to the infliction of corporal
punishment, which almost invariably produces brutalizing and debasing effects, and

215

which is fatally liable to abuse.”430 Clifford strongly opposed suggestions made by some
political officers in Northern Nigeria to substitute sentences of imprisonment for corporal
punishment. After reading several reports detailing the excessive use of corporal
punishment on women in Northern Nigeria, Clifford instructed political officers to inform
judges of the native courts that his administration would not tolerate the flogging of
women.431
In an attempt to reduce judicial floggings in the Northern and Southern Provinces,
Clifford wrote a letter to the Colonial Secretary in London suggesting that the power to
order corporal punishment should be restricted to certain areas within the country.432
Unfortunately, the Governor’s hand was literally tied by Lugard’s disciples who objected
to any form of judicial reform that could undermine the indirect rule system. It is not
exactly clear what Clifford thought about the use of corporal punishment in prisons. The
argument can be made, however, that his disposition towards flogging of colonial
subjects was read and understood by penal officials as meaning little accommodation for
physical violence. Annual Reports of the Prison department from 1919 to1925 shows that
prison officials substituted reduced diet for corporal punishment as the main method of
punishment for the infraction of prison regulations.

430 Clifford, Nigerian Council: Address by Governor Sir Hugh Clifford, 168.
431 Corporal punishment (haddi lashing) was inflicted on women in Northern Nigeria. The practice was to
bury women to the hips while punishment was being administered. Women were often flogged for the
crime of adultery. See Nigerian Council: Address by Governor Sir Hugh Clifford to the Nigerian Council,
29 December 1920, 171. Steven Pierce, “Punishment and the Political Body: Flogging and Colonialism in
Northern Nigeria,” International Journal of Post Colonial Studies, 3 (2001): 206-221.
432 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 297.
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During Clifford’s administration, civil establishments such as the Public Works,
Railway and Sanitary department continued to employ convicts for the execution and
completion of government projects. The Public Works department recruited convict labor
mainly from Lagos, Calabar, Port Harcourt and Enugu prisons. The Eastern railway
depended highly on prison work gangs, drawn from prisons located in the South east, for
loading coal for the colliery. At Abeokuta, several prisoners worked on the quarries.
Overall, colonial prisons provided government institutions with a cheap form of labor.
Infact, government officials did everything within their power to avoid employing
free labor for tasks which could be accomplished by prisoners. In 1923, for instance, a
sanitary inspector asked for funds for the employment of free laborers for the purpose of
cleaning the streets. This measure, he argued, was important mainly because a reduction
in prison population in the city negatively affected sanitary conditions as there were not
enough prisoners to sweep the streets. A letter sent by the Secretary to the government to
the sanitary department shows that the proposal was turned down. The official
correspondence showed the unwillingness on the part of government officials to spend
money on the employment of free labour.433 In providing a remedy to the situation,
officials asked the prison department to find ways to either increase prison population or
recruit convicts from outstation prisons to complete the task. It was also suggested that
penal officials should recruit convicts from other prisons.

433 NAI, CSO 26/2 09591 Vol. 1, “Lieutenant Governor Southern Province to Resident Calabar Province:
Memorandum on Prison Labour,” 23rd April 1923 (Prison Industry/Prison Labor Requisition).
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To obtain convict laborers from the prison department, each civil establishment
was required to submit a “paper credit” application. Once prison officials evaluated and
approved the application then the contractor would receive the number of prisoners
requested for as indicated in the paper credit. It is important to note that the colonial
government monopolized convict labor. Only government departments could submit
application requesting for convict labor. Consequently, applications from private firms
for the use of prison labor were turned down by the Prison department.
Convict labor added to the revenue base of the Prison department; government
civil establishments credited the account of the prison department at the end of the month
in which they obtained convict labor. Available evidence show that civil establishments
employed convicts for hazardous duties. For instance, the Health and Sanitary department
employed, on a permanent basis, a gang of ten convicts at the Infectious diseases hospital
at Ikoyi “as it was not considered advisable to employ civilian labour on account of the
possibility of the labourers carrying infection to their families.”434 Of course, this
arrangement demonstrates that the health department cared less about the welfare of these
prisoners as well as that of the warders who supervised them at the hospital. The
arrangement was later cancelled in 1924 by F.W Garvey, the Director of Prisons for
Southern Provinces.
In spite of the progressive changes recorded in the Southern Nigeria prison system
during the administration of Hugh Clifford, some old problems such as overcrowding,
434 NAI, CSO 26/2 09591 Vol. 1, “Treasurer to the Chief Secretary to the Government,” 20th October 1924
(Prison Industry/Prison Labor Requisition).
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weak infrastructure, and lack of adequate facility for the care of special prisoners such as
juveniles, remained unsolved. The problem of juvenile delinquency was not addressed
until towards the end of Clifford’s administration when Colonel Souter, the officer in
charge of the branch of the Salvation Army in Nigeria, submitted a proposal for the
opening a reformatory (Industrial Home) for boys in Lagos where they could be taught
carpentry.435 The home opened on August 15, 1925, a month before a new administrator
replaced Hugh Clifford as Governor General.436
From 1919 to 1925, provincial and native prisons confined large numbers of
awaiting trial prisoners. These were individuals jailed as suspects yet to be duly
represented or proven guilty before the court of law. Awaiting trial prisoners were treated
like the “other of the other” in prisons. Most of them did not get adequate clothing, food
and other forms of prison supply. Prison revenue, at least to certain degree, covered the
cost of feeding and managing long term prisoners or confirmed offenders. Awaiting trial
prisoners, on the other hand, were practically left to survive on their own due to the
absence of funds needed to maintain them in prison.
Unfortunately, the staffing situation in Southern Nigeria prisons did not improve
in any significant way during the tenure of Hugh Clifford. Writing in 1920, a prison
official complained that it was difficult “to obtain suitable men as warders, under the
existing conditions of service and salary.”437 African staffs employed in the prison

435 NAI, CSO 26 09173 Vol.1, Establishment of Boys’ Industrial Home in Nigeria for Juvenile Offenders;
Nigerian Pioneer, "Opening of the Salvation Army Industrial Home at Yaba,” January 1, 1926.
436 Nigerian Pioneer, “Lagos and Calabar: As the Police Magistrate Saw them in 1925,” April 23, 1926.
437 NAI, CSO 26/2 03114, Annual Report Prison Department: Northern and Southern Province, 1920.
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department got the short end of the stick. They worked for long hours and received
meager salaries at the end of the month. High income earning positions such as the post
of the Director, Deputy Director, Senior Superintendent, Superintendent, Assistant
Superintendent Grade I to III were reserved exclusively for European officials. African
staffs filled low income earning positions such as Chief Warders, Senior Warders, First
Class Warders, Second Class Warders, Third Class Warders, Wardresses, Master Tailors,
First Class Clerks, Second Class Clerks, Third Class Clerks, First Class Store Keeper and
Second Class Store Keepers. In the late 1920s, European officials submitted revision and
regrading scheme to the Governor General, however, the proposal was turned down due
to the lack of funds. Clifford ran Nigeria on a stringent budget due to the effect of the
economic depression which hit the world market and affected the country’s economy.
Penal administrators implemented several policies in the attempt to address
staffing problems, but these measures yielded little results. In 1923, for instance, the
Lieutenant Governor of Southern Nigeria, Harry Claude Moorhouse, told the Director of
Prisons to recruit warders from different parts of Nigeria and not exclusively from Lagos.
He stated that most of the warder recruits when taken from Lagos to outstation in other
parts of the country often lose their passion for prison work because of their inability to
speak another language other than their own. These recruits hardly earned the respect of
prisoners who spoke a different local dialect.
Penal administrators also tried to improve the standard of the prison system by
focusing on the recruitment and training process. In regard to recruitment, prison officials
formulated a policy that stipulated that only ex-commissioned officers and men of the
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Nigeria Regiment West African Frontier Force with exemplary or very good character
should be employed as warders. This measure, however, did not represent a break from
the past in any way. Hitherto, illiterate members of the Police force and ex-military men
occupied warder positions in Southern Nigeria prisons. The fundamental challenge that
faced the Prison department was the absence of an efficient program for training staffs. In
1923, the Prison department launched a training program and opened a training school at
Ikoyi in Lagos. Unfortunately the training program ceased when the school was closed
permanently in 1925 due to the lack of adequate funds.438 In the same year, prison
officials developed another recruiting program. This time they intended to recruit warders
as probationers and then train them on how to handle prisoners for duration of six to nine
months before appointing them as third class warders. The scheme failed due to the high
number of resignation on the part of warder staffs. Prison authorities had no choice but to
quickly put new recruits, without any form of training, to work in order to fill vacant
posts.439

Graeme Thomson and the Penal System in Southern Nigeria, 1925-1931
On November 13 1925, Graeme Thomson, an English bureaucrat with little
administrative experience,440 replaced Hugh Clifford as the Governor of Nigeria. A

438 The Prison department launched another training program in 1932 but it was closed on economic
grounds during the retrenchment campaign of the administration.
439 Ibid.
440 According to Harry Gailey, Thomson lacked experience in colonial administration, he began his career
as a Colonial Secretary of Ceylon in 1919 and in 1920 he was made the Governor of Guiana. Harry Gailey,
Sir Donald Cameron: Colonial Governor (California: Stanford University Press, 1974), 90.
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number of historians have depicted Thomson as the weakest Governor to rule Nigeria in
the post Lugardian era. He is ranked low particularly for his inability to command the
respect of officials in Northern Nigeria. Thomson, at different times, was challenged by
old guards of the Lugardian system who wanted the absolute separation of the Northern
and Southern provinces, the rehabilitation of Lugard’s political treatise and the
constitution of large and affluent Islamic emirates into semi independent states.441 In
addition, Thomson attracted the criticism of historians for introducing austerity measures
that negatively affected the general well being of Nigerians. One of such measures was
the extension of direct taxation to Southeastern part of the country. This drastic measure
led to the outbreak of one of the most researched revolt in the annals of Nigerian history,
the Aba Women’s War of 1929. It is important to point out that Thomson was limited by
his health predicament – he suffered from degenerative health condition that often led
him to seek medical treatment in London throughout the course of his tenure as the
Governor General.442 It is likely that his ill health contributed immensely to his lack of
administrative prowess.
Unlike his predecessor, Thomson did not make any significant contribution to
prisoners’ welfare and the development of the prison system. Infact, most of the penal
policies instituted during his tenure agreed in theory and practice with those established

441 Chika B. Onwuekwe, “Constitutional Development, 1914-1960: British Legacy or Local Exigency,” in
The Foundations of Nigeria: Essay in Honor of Toyin Falola, ed. Adebayo Oyebade (New Jersey: Africa
World Press, 2003), 189. Toyin Falola, Nigerian History, Politics and Affairs: The Collected Essays of
Adiele Afigbo (New Jersey: Africa World Press, 2005), 21. Andrew Barnes, Making Headway: The
Introduction of Western Civilization in Colonial Northern Nigeria (New York: Rochester Press, 2009), 79.
442 Thomson’s health condition led him to vacate his position as Governor General on September 2 1930.
The Nigerian Daily Times, “His Excellency the Governor’s Embarkation,” September 2, 1931.
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during the administration of Frederick Lugard. To cite an example, corporal punishment,
which reduced significantly during Clifford’s administration, took an upward turn from
1927 to 1930. Thomson endorsed the creation of a legislation which authorized officers
in charge of prisons (Superintendents of Prisons) to award up to nine strokes with a cane
for breaches of prison discipline. Before this legislation emerged in 1926, a
Superintendent’s power of punishment was limited to the award of six days close
confinement in a solitary or reformatory cell, reduced diet and forfeiture of marks. In the
absence of facilities for carrying out these forms of punishments, most Superintendents
had to rely on Prison Visitors to accord corporal punishment to prisoners. After a prison
riot broke out in Lagos prison in 1925,443 prison officials submitted a proposal seeking
for the amendment of Regulation 47 of the Prison Ordinance in a bid to empower prison
Superintendents to award up to nine strokes with the cane for the infraction of prison
rules. The amendment of the ordinance is significant because it encouraged the excessive
use of corporal punishment in prisons and also promoted a culture of violence, which
aimed at disciplining and subduing the corporeality of prisoners.444 Prison officials
gradually abandoned the use of other subtle forms of punishment and took up the practice
of flogging and caning prisoners for all forms of prison offences.445

443

Refer to chapter six for details on the 1925 Lagos Prison Revolt.
444 NAI, CSO 26 30015, “Secretary Southern Provinces to the Chief Secretary to the Government Lagos,
23rd November 1934.
445 The Nigerian Daily Times, covering the years 1930 to 1932, shows that corporal punishment was
sanctioned by the courts of law in Southern Nigeria. The court ordered mostly young offenders to receive
several strokes of cane even for minor offences such as quarrelling, stealing and unlawful entry into private
property. In addition, the newspaper shows that the Collective Punishment Ordinance was widely applied
during Thomson’s administration.
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Apart from endorsing the culture of violence in penal institutions, Thomson set
prison administration back when he reversed some of the penal policies and regulations
established by his predecessor.446 In 1928, for instance, the Governor General put
together a committee, consisting of senior officials in the Sanitary, Health and Prison
department, to consider how to reduce the cost of prison administration in the Southern
provinces. At that time, the annual expenditure of the prison department was considered
to be too high. After many weeks of deliberation, the committee observed that prison
rations (food allocated to prisoners) accounted for almost fifty percent of the annual
expenditure of the department. In a report to Thomson, the committee suggested the
revision of the prison diet scale which they considered to be too liberal.447 As far as the
committee members were concerned, the only way to trim down prison expenditure was
by reducing the amount spent on feeding prisoners. It is somewhat ironic that officials did
not consider other effective measures for reducing prison cost such as the further
development of prison industries and the early release of prisoners. Thomson failed to
consider the consequence of placing prisoners under a bad diet regime but eagerly

446 Not all of the penal policies created during Clifford’s tenure were overturned or abolished by Graeme
Thomson. For instance, during Thomson’s administration, penal officials continued to place emphasis on
the importance of vocational training for prisoners. The following trades were taught to prisoners: Tinsmiting, Blacksmithing, Carpentry, Furniture making, Cane furniture making, printing, tailoring, boot and
shoe repairing, basket making, mat making, cloth weaving, brick making, brick layering, painting and stone
breaking. Lagos prison gained some form of recognition for the production of wood furniture such as
dining chairs, adjustable backed easy chairs, wardrobes, chest of drawers, small drink tables, drink trays,
deck chairs, camp chairs and office fittings. Calabar prison was recognized for the manufacture of cane
furniture while Enugu and Port Harcourt became well known for brick manufacturing. Prison industries
continued to grow during Thomson’s administration.
447 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686, Annual Report of the Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces,
1928.
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approved the revised diet scheme which was applied to all prisons in Southern Nigeria on
4th of March 1929.448
Poor recruitment standard continued to hamper the development of the prison
system in Southern Nigeria during Thomson’s administration. The prison department
could not attract nor recruit intelligent minds or people with good credentials. The
Director of prisons, Francis Garvey, complained about the caliber of people who were
recruited for prison work. He stated that “the type of recruit is bad. The best men are
absorbed by the Police Forces of the Northern and Southern Provinces and the West
Africa Frontier Force.”449 He added that ex-commissioned soldiers who served as prison
warders always ended up as a liability for the prison department as many of them could
not be promoted for lack of formal education.
The staffing situation in Southern Nigeria prisons was further complicated by
absence of a proper training facility for new recruits (probationers). Prison regulations
required that probationers undergo six to nine months of training in Lagos before being
promoted to Third Class Warders and posted to a prison for duty. Unfortunately, the
Prison department could not keep up to this practice owing to the high number of
dismissals in provincial and divisional prisons.450 In order to fill up vacant posts, the

448 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1929.
449 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 Vol. VI, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces,
1926.
450 Clifford showed more interest in the recruitment and training process in the Police department and
ignored the prison department. During the course of his administration he endorsed a plan that provided for
the establishment in Lagos of a depot for training and instructing Police recruits. He also provided
accommodation for Police officials. Graeme Thomson also showed more interest in the recruitment and
training process in the Police department much to the neglect of the prison department. He introduced a
pilot training scheme to obtain African Cadet Inspectors through accelerated promotion after the prescribed
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prison department substituted the long training course for a crash program on first aid
which began on June 18, 1926 at the African Hospital in Lagos.451
In the annals of Nigerian history, Graeme Thomson is well known for his decision
to extend direct taxation to untaxed areas in Southern Nigeria which included Warri
province, some parts of the Benin province in the southwestern area and the four
Southeastern province of Onitsha, Calabar, Owerri and Ogoja. As indicated earlier, this
administrative decision came with grave consequences. First, it led to the outbreak of
several revolts that culminated in the Aba women’s war of 1929. Second, it triggered a
reaction which ultimately affected prison population and composition. Political and social
upheavals recorded in Southern Nigeria affected prison population. Before discussing
how the unpopular decision affected the prison system, it is important to provide
background knowledge on the origins of direct taxation and the justifications provided by
colonial administrators for the extension of the system to the people of Southern Nigeria.
The history of modern taxation is intricately connected to the history of British
involvement in Northern Nigeria. The first officially recognized system of taxation
emerged in Northern Nigeria when Frederick Lugard issued the Native Revenue
Proclamation of 1906. This legislation defined taxable rate and set out procedure for
assessment and collection of taxes in the Northern Protectorate. The system enjoyed
period on instruction lasting three years. For more information see Tekena Tamuno, The Police in Modern
Nigeria, 1861 to 1965, 59-60. Recruitment process in the Police department was regimented, structured and
far more organized than that of the prison department. Every constable on enlistment was required to serve
a period of not less than six month at a training depot as a recruit and during that time he is not allowed to
perform office duties on the streets. After being passed and trained as a constable, the recruit would then
serve for another period of six months at the Police headquarters. CRL, Annual Report Police Department
(Lagos: Government Printer, 1927).
451 CRL, Annual Report Prisons Department Southern Provinces, 1926.
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some modicum of success mainly because the people of Northern Nigeria, especially
those in Islamic states ruled by Emirs, had long developed an organized indigenous
system of administration which readily supplied the machinery necessary for the
collection and supervision of taxes.
In 1912 Lugard then serving as the Governor General of the Northern and
Southern protectorates proposed the amendment and extension of the Native Revenue
Proclamation Act to Southern Nigeria. At first, Louis Harcourt, the Secretary of State,
refused to approve the plan for fear of social upheaval. However, a few months later
Harcourt gave a nod of approval after Lugard submitted a revised scheme.452 The new
scheme called for the introduction of direct taxation to the western part of Southern
Nigeria comprising of the Yoruba, Delta and Benin people. Lugard justified the extension
of the taxation system to this area on the grounds that the people were already used to
practice of paying fines, impositions and tributes. Furthermore, Lugard’s scheme called
for postponement of the introduction of direct taxation to Warri province and the Eastern
provinces comprising of Calabar, Ogoja, Owerri and Onitsha, to a later date reason being
that the machinery needed for applying direct taxation was to a large extent lacking in
these areas. The people were not accustomed to the practice of paying customary tributes
or fines to chiefs.
The question of applying direct taxation to untaxed areas in Southern Nigeria was
not addressed again until the tenure of Hugh Clifford. In August 1924 Colonel H.C.
Moorhouse, Lieutenant Governor of Southern Nigeria, sent a minute to Clifford in
452 Afigbo, The Warrant Chief System, 147.
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support of the imposition of direct taxation on Warri provinces and the other untaxed
areas in Southern Nigeria. Hugh Clifford agreed with the recommendations but wisely
left the decision to his successor. Deliberations on the matter resumed on 17 November
1925, a few days after Graeme Thomson arrived in Nigeria. Thomson gathered top
ranking administrative officers together to deliberate on the matter and it was decided
that the introduction of direct taxation should be delayed no longer.
After the meeting, Thomson assigned to Major U.F.H. Ruxton, the Lieutenant
Governor of Southern Nigeria the task of drafting a proposal on the best method for
applying direct taxation to untaxed areas. Ruxton made it clear in his final report that
there was a high chance that government officials will encounter challenges mainly
because people in the untaxed areas were not used to paying tributes. In addition, Ruxton
advised that instead of introducing direct taxation, some form of capitation tax should be
first introduced in the untaxed areas of Southern Nigeria. Ruxton’s view was vehemently
opposed by Richard Palmer, the Lieutenant Governor of Northern Nigeria. Palmer
insisted that the system of direct taxation should be applied to untaxed areas in Southern
Nigeria.453
In 1927, it became quite clear that Thomson assented to the demands of the
Lugardian camp. In his address to the Legislative Council on 1st February 1927, he
acknowledged that the system of direct taxation would encounter problems mainly
because the people of the Eastern provinces at the outset would only see the burdens
rather than the benefits of the scheme nevertheless he was convinced that the mere
453 Ibid, 210.
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existence of difficulties would not make the government shy away from introducing the
scheme.”454 Thomson defended the proposed scheme on the grounds that it would
stimulate the development of Native Administration and generate funds necessary for
implementing public projects.
What Thomson failed to acknowledge, however, was the fact that the people of
the Eastern Provinces were already frustrated with the warrant chief system imposed on
them by colonial administrators. The people were already tired of the conduct of the
illegitimate and corrupt Warrant Chiefs, Native Court Clerks and Court Messengers.
What the people really wanted was a return to the days in which European District
Commissioners served as Presidents of the Native Courts and Court messengers were
scrutinized and checked by European political officers. While addressing members of the
Legislative Council, Thomson revealed his plan to create native treasuries in the Eastern
Province, apply the Native Revenue Ordinance to the Provinces of Calabar, Ogoja,
Onitsha, Owerri and Warri and then repeal the 1903 Roads and Rivers Ordinance which
gave Warrant Chiefs the power to recruit members of the local population for mandatory
labor on road construction and the clearing of waterways.455
As anticipated by Thomson, officials encountered great difficulties in the attempt
to introduce direct taxation to untaxed provinces. The greatest mistake the government
made was placing warrant chiefs in charge of tax collection. The people in the Eastern
Province were already fed up with the corrupt practices of warrant chiefs who headed
454 Address by the Governor Sir Graeme Thomson to the Legislative Council on 1st February, 1927
(Lagos: Government House, 1927), 96.
455 Ibid, 98.
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native courts. The thought of seeing illegitimate chiefs collecting money on behalf of the
government worried and angered the local populace. In an attempt to persuade untaxed
populations, Thomson’s administration took some preparatory steps. First, the Lieutenant
Governor of the Southern province was transferred to Enugu.456 Second, the
administration officials embarked on a political propaganda campaign that sought to
convince colonized subjects on the benefits of taxation. Third, district officers were asked
to make assessment report and conduct censuses in order to determine taxable rate.
Unfortunately for Thomson, all these preliminary measures ultimately failed to
prevent the outbreak of anti-tax agitations in different parts of Southern Nigeria. In fact,
the situation became so tense that the government had to increase the number of police
officers in untaxed areas. Many of the anti-tax protesters faced police action and ended in
prisons. On September 11 1927, for instance, Mr. R.A Wortham, Commissioner of Police
for the Southern Province, arrested anti-tax agitators at Jeremi and Ajayugbe.457 Twenty
eight days later, police officers marched to Warri after a campaign of resistance broke
out. It was reported that the protest reached a climax at Sapele when a determined attack
was made upon the police station by rioters in order to rescue one agitator who, during
the course of event, was arrested by police officers. Major G.H. Walker, the Acting
Inspector General of Police who was present at the scene with only twelve men, after
using every effort to withstand the onrush of the crowd, opened fire killing one and
wounding three rioters. After this incident a system of small columns was organized to

456 Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria, 184.
457 Nigerian Pioneer, “Affairs in the Warri Province,” October 21, 1927.
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arrest the principal agitators; over two hundred and thirty seven persons were arrested
and brought before the court.458 Apart from Jeremi and Warri, anti-tax riots took place in
other places including Owo, Onitsha and Warri.
The introduction of native administration to the five Eastern Provinces led to
recorded fluctuations in prison population. Prison population increased in 1927, a year
before the Native Revenue Ordinance was signed into law. The number of people
confined in prisons increased from 44,810 in 1926 to 45,373 in 1927. In 1928 prison
population reduced slightly owing to the decline in the number of committals from
Native Courts. The abolition of forced labor on road maintenance contributed largely to
the decline. Hitherto people who refused to work on road maintenance were charged by
native courts and sentenced to prison for committing an offence which was then
classified as “Disobeying the Lawful Order of his Chief.” The repeal of the Roads and
Rivers Ordinance by Governor Thomson reduced the power enjoyed by Warrant Chiefs
over unpaid compulsory labor in their communities. Consequently, the abolition of the
law drastically decreased the number of people charged and committed to prisons by the
native courts. A further factor which contributed to the decline was the elimination of
imprisonment as punishment for numerous offences against Native Law and Custom
which were not offences against the Criminal Code. The order to the effect that
subsistence must be paid in respect of persons committed by the Native Courts for nonpayment of debt and compensation orders also led to a decline in the number of people
committed to prison. Previously a jugdement debtor who failed to pay in accordance with
458 CRL, Annual Report of the Police Department for the Southern Provinces, 1927.
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the order of the court was charged with ‘contempt of court’ and sentenced to a term of
imprisonment as ordinary prisoner.459
In 1929, prison population increased again due to the following factors: first, the
disastrous fall in prices due to the Economic Depression encouraged increase in crime
rates. Urban migrants who could not afford basic necessities joined the criminal world
and ended up in prisons after being charged and sentenced by appropriate authorities.460
Second, committals to Southern Nigeria prisons increased in 1929 as a result of a high
rate of offences against the Motor Traffic and Health Ordinance.461 Individuals who
violated the stipulations of these ordinances were tried by courts and then sent to prisons
to serve sentences of imprisonment. Third, the series of disturbances directed against
direct taxation that culminated in the Aba Women’s War also increased the number of
committals to prisons.462
The Aba riot (otherwise referred to as the Aba Women’s War) commenced when
a zealous warrant chief, Okugo, decided to reassess the taxable wealth of the people of
Oloko. The chief’s conduct raised the suspicion of women after they realized that women
and children were being counted. News spread quickly from Oloko to other adjourning
districts such as Aba, Owerri, Calabar and Opobo that the government was planning to

459 NAI, CSO 26/2, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1935 & 1936.
460 The financial setback recorded in Nigeria during the Economic Depression negatively affected the
growth and development of several government civil establishments. Many civil workers, including
Africans and Europeans lost their jobs after receiving letters of retrenchment. It is not exactly clear how
government austerity measures affected the prison department. However, available evidence shows that
prison work, during Thomson’s administration, suffered for lack of adequate administrative funds and
absence of competent warder staffs.
461 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department: Southern Provinces and Colony, 1935.
462 CRL, Annual Report on the Prisons Department: Southern Provinces and Colony, 1935.
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tax women who hitherto were not required to pay tax. Anti-tax riots broke out in all these
communities and the fiercest opposition was mounted by Aba women. From November
to December, women burnt down factories, houses owned by native court clerks and
government buildings. The Nigerian Daily Times reported many of the women who
participated in the revolt were rounded by police officials and then confined in prisons as
punishment for their actions.463

Remand Prisoners dealt
with otherwise than by
imprisonment

Year

Total Population

Committals from
Native Courts

1927

45,373

32,935

9,841

1928

41,758

28, 140

9, 647

1929

38,887

24, 421

8,997

1930

40,184

26, 872

9,934

1931

42,204

27, 646

10,900

Table 5:

Table showing the effect of the extension and development of direct taxation
on prison population in Southern Nigeria

Overall, the penal system in Southern Nigeria made little progress during the
administration of Graeme Thomson. Core administrative problems such as lack of
463 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Aba Notes and News,” February 12, 1930.
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adequate funds, lack of penal facilities and infrastructure, lack of sufficient staffs and
overcrowding hampered the development of the penal system from 1926 to 1930. The
prison system continued to serve a deterrent instead of a reformative purpose. This fact
was acknowledged by Adeniyi Jones, a Nigerian lawyer who also served as a member of
the Legislative Council. On May 1 1926, Jones raised a question at the Legislative
Council as to what prison officials were doing to ensure that prison discipline was geared
towards the reformation of prisoners. He added that prison authority should give
prisoners, especially first time offenders, a chance to recover their self respect.464 It is not
exactly clear how penal officials responded to Jones. However, based on available
evidence, it is possible to argue that penal officials did little to reform the weak prison
system.
Towards the end of Thomson’s administration, however, the Colonial Office
gave the Prison department the much needed motivation for growth. On 12 November
1930 officials in London sent a memo to Thomson informing him about the resolution of
the Colonial Conference in regards to prison administration and services. The resolution
was created, at the conference, by a deliberative body referred to as “Committee Z.” The
Committee noted the fundamental difference between colonial prisons and those that
operated in the metropole (Britain). The difference, they observed, lies in the fact that
colonial prisons operated from a purely punitive point of view rather than from the aspect
of seeking the improvement of the criminal and his ultimate restoration as a useful
member of the society.
464 Nigerian Daily Times, “Our Prison System,” August 9, 1934.
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To improve the condition of inmates and improve penal work in the colonies, the
committee made several recommendations. First, they called for the separation of the
police department from the prison department. They urged colonial officials to follow the
standard established in certain continental countries where the management of young
offenders came under the charge of educational authorities and prison administration was
handled by the Medical department. Second, the committee requested that prison officials
and other officials whose work came in contact with prisons should be allowed to attend
courses provided by the Home Office each year on prison administration. This training
program, according to the committee, would “instigate interest not only through the
inspection of the methods tested by experience” in Britain, “but also by the common
interchange of ideas of the officers attending the course.”465 Third, the committee
acknowledged the limitations imposed by lack of funds in the colonies but called for the
creation of a standard educational scheme for all prisoners irrespective of their crime and
sentences of imprisonment. Fourth, the committee encouraged penal officials in British
colonies to increase prisoners’ work load or penal labor. Fifth, the committee emphasized
the importance of classifying and separating prisoners according to the degree of their
offence. Sixth, the committee called for the establishment of institutions for the care of
juvenile offenders. Lastly, the committee urged penal officials in Nigeria to establish
institutions that would cater to the needs of discharged prisoners thereby reduce the
likelihood of recidivism.

465 NAI, CS0 26/2 12686 Vol. VII, Passfield to Officer Administering the Government of Nigeria:
Circular, November 12, 1930.
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The reaction of penal officials in Southern Nigeria to the recommendations of
Committee Z was markedly less sanguine than expected. In his response to officials in
the Colonial Office, Francis Garvey, the Director of Prisons for Southern Nigeria
recorded that, with one or two exceptions, the recommendations put forward by
Committee Z had already been implemented in the Colony and Provinces of Southern
Nigeria. For instance, he noted that the separation of prison from police work had already
been in force since 1921. Furthermore, he wrote that the mark system, a reward system
which allowed prisoners undergoing a sentence of two years or more to earn a maximum
remission of one-fourth of their sentence by good work and conduct had long been in
operation in Southern Nigeria prisons. In addition, Garvey pointed out that in an attempt
to reform prisoners, penal officials in Southern Nigeria had long established a vocational
educational scheme for all categories of prisoners. “Prison industries, as Garvey argued,
“afforded the greatest opportunity for introducing the reformative element”466 to prison
work.
In response to the question of compulsory education, Garvey agreed that
education provided prisoners with opportunities; however, he argued that what prisoners
in Southern Nigeria really needed was vocational education instead of formal education.
He did not see the need for investing resources and time in teaching prisoners how to read
and write.467 Long sentence offenders, Garvey argued, were “unlettered and primitive
natives who have passed through the age of absorption.” “Thus it is of far greater value”,
466 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Province,
1935 & 1936.
467 Nigerian Daily Times, “The Prisons of the South,” October 22, 1931
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he added, “to teach them a craft for which they show a natural aptness”468 and which will
be of some value following discharge from prison. Garvey also objected to the idea of
increasing prisoners’ labor mainly because any increase in the hours of work for
prisoners meant a corresponding increase in the number of prison staff. Garvey reasoned
that such measure was not only costly but unrealistic, especially at a time when the
government reduced allocations to civil departments due to the negative effect of the
world wide economic depression.
On the classification of prisoners, Garvey stated clearly that with the exception of
medical classification, as to the fitness for hard labour or otherwise, no system of
classification or separation existed in the colony and Southern provinces. He explained
that the classification and separation of the different classes of offenders, as it operated in
Great Britain, was impracticable due to the absence of adequate funds and infrastructure.
The penal design of prisons built in different localities did not allow for the
implementation of an effective and modern system of classification. However, he notified
officials in London that penal officials would strive to introduce the separate ward system
to convict prisons at Lagos, Abeokuta, Calabar, Enugu and Port Harcourt. The system, he
hoped, would prevent contamination as prisoners of different classes would be allowed to
come in contact with each other only during working hours.
In regard to the management of juveniles, Garvey informed officials in London
that only one Industrial Home, a facility established by the Salvation Army in 1925,

468 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern
Provinces, 1935 & 1936.
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catered to the needs of juveniles in the Southern provinces. He pointed out that the
service provided by the institution was simply inadequate. The institution could only
admit thirty two juveniles at a time. The prison department still had to confine and
manage the remaining juvenile population that the Salvation Army could not admit.
Juveniles in prisons received no special treatment as they were congregated and
communicated with habitual criminals.

Table 6:

Year

Number of Juveniles committed to prison

1923

99

1924

82

1925

76

1926

76

1927

73

1928

70

1929

47

1930

46

Table showing the number of juveniles confined in Southern Nigeria prisons
from 1923 to 1930

In spite of the differences in approach to penal issues by officials in London and
those in Southern Nigeria, the recommendations of Committee Z yielded one immediate
result before the end of Thomson’s tenure. Towards the end of 1931 the classification of
prisoners on the basis of the separate ward system was introduced to convict prisons
238

situated in Calabar, Abeokuta, Enugu, Lagos and Port Harcourt. Garvey stated that
though the new policy could not be regarded as a fully effective measure, it was indeed a
step in the right direction. He believed that the new system of classification would reduce
the possibility of contamination as prisoners of different classes would only be allowed to
come in contact during working hours.469 In the same year, Garvey conveyed his plans to
extend the system of classification to provincial and native authority prisons.

The Prison System and Cameron’s Reform, 1936-1938
Between 1931 and 1935, the prison system in Southern Nigeria experienced some
form of progressive change due to the following reasons: First, the appointment of
Lieutenant Colonel V.L Mabb as the Director of Prisons positively affected the
development of prison administration in the Southern provinces. Before his appointment,
Mabb served in 1931 as the Acting Director of Prison when the then Director of Prisons,
Garvey, took a long sick leave.470 In 1932, following Garvey’s demise, Mabb was
promoted to the post of the Director of Prisons.471 Mabb, unlike his predecessor, showed
a higher level of commitment to the reformation of prisons and prisoners. He worked
particularly towards the implementation and adoption of recommendations made by
Committee Z. Second, progressive changes recorded in the prison system, in the years
469 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, Report,
1931.
470 Ibid.
471 The Nigerian Daily Times recorded that Francis Garvey died at the European Hospital in Lagos on
May 18 1932. Before then he worked as Commissioner of Police from 1920 to 1029 before being appointed
as the Director of Prisons. He was laid to rest at the Colonial Church in Lagos. Nigerian Daily Times,
“Police and Prison Mourn their Chief,” May 21, 1932.
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under review, can also be attributed to the numerous administrative reforms introduced
by Governor Thomson’s successor, Donald Cameron. Third, officials in London also
gave the prison department in the Southern provinces the much needed incentive for
growth. On different occasions, officials in London, particularly those concerned with
penal affairs in British colonies, called for the adoption and termination of certain penal
laws or practices in Southern Nigeria. These officials wanted colonial prisons to follow
the metropolitan model in theory and in practice.
At this point, it is imperative to review the contributions made by the new
Director of Prisons. As indicated earlier, Colonel Mabb focused on implementing, as far
as practicable, the recommendations put forward by committee Z. Not only did he
implement some of the plans proposed by his predecessor, he also introduced some
innovative policies. In 1932, he extended the new system of classification to provincial
and divisional prisons.472 Mabb also turned his attention to the management of juveniles.
In a bid to prevent the confinement of young offenders alongside habitual criminals, he
encouraged prison officials to discipline young offenders by other means other than
imprisonment.
In 1931 out of the seventy one juveniles sent to prisons, only thirty six stayed long
in prisons. Of the remaining thirty five juveniles, five were admitted and discharged
immediately, one was released immediately on bail, twenty were detained only for a few
days before being released and one was detained for a short period pending transfer to

472 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern
Provinces, 1935 & 1936.
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another facility and eight were admitted to be whipped by the Order of the Court.473
Mabb gave instructions to prison officials to make arrangement for the physical
separation of habitual criminals from young offenders within all prisons in Southern
Nigeria. Unfortunately, due to limited facility and infrastructure, the separation of
juveniles from habitual criminals was only enforced in convict prisons.
In 1932, to further reduce the number of juveniles committed to prisons, Mabb
made arrangements that allowed for juveniles undergoing short sentences to be placed
under the charge and supervision of chiefs, missionaries and other appointed
authorities.474 In addition, Mabb submitted proposals for the establishment of an
Industrial school at Enugu. The institution, as he proposed, would run on borstal lines
under the provisions of the Native Children (Custody and Reformation Ordinance) and
will be administered by the prison department under the direct instructions of the Director
of Prisons. The Industrial School, as envisioned by Mabb, opened officially in January
1933. It admitted only male juveniles,475 not older than 16 years of age, convicted of
offences punishable by imprisonment. The boys were placed under the supervision of
specially trained warders and trade instructors.476 Mabb instructed school staffs to wear
only civilian clothes mainly because he wanted to eliminate the atmosphere of ordinary

473 CRL, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1932.
474 CRL, Annual Report Prisons Department: Southern and Northern Provinces, 1932.
475 The question of female criminality was not addressed by European officials until 1939. Until then
neither the Salvation Army nor the Prison authorities made provision for the reformation of young female
criminals. In October 1939 representatives of the Salvation Army and some officials in Lagos submitted a
proposal to the government asking for the use of huts used as refuge for Old people and by Township
Labourers as a home for girls. The proposal was eventually turned down for lack of funds. NAI Comcol
2065: Girls Industrial Home
476 CRL, Annual Report, Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1933.
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prison life from the surroundings of the school. In other words, he wanted to create a
more healthy and humane environment where juveniles would not think they were been
guarded and forced to obey the will of a “watch-dog.”477 To attain the reformation and
rehabilitation of juveniles, Mabb made provision for vocational training. Juveniles were
instructed in the following industries: carpentry, blacksmithing, tailoring, shoe making,
physical culture and games. As a matter of rule, Mabb ensured that every boy on
discharge received a cash gratuity and was escorted home by prison staff. Also, upon
discharge, each boy was presented with sets of tools including a piece of English leather,
two pairs of shorts, two jumpers and two shirts.478
Furthermore, Mabb re-organized the prison system by reviewing recruitment
standards. He pointed out in 1933 that prison administration in Southern Nigeria had
reached a stage “when brains are of much value than brawns.” He added that if the more
modern methods of penal administration, recommended by Committee Z, were to
produce any significant result, it was essential that the prison staff, from top to bottom,
“possess a standard of intelligence which will enable them understand the objects of the
methods introduced and assist in their application.”479 To give way for a new group of
recruits, Mabb discharged staffs near the age of retirement. He also dismissed those
whose services were no longer valued. Mabb took a very important step by scouting for

477 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Southern Prisons: 1933 Development,” December 4, 1933.
478 NAI CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces,
1936.
479 CRL, Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces, 1933.
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intelligent recruits. He conducted interviews with the heads of various missions and
schools and then recruited youths with good qualifications as warder staffs.
David Killingray has shown in his study on crime and penal policy in colonial
Africa that penal policy and practice in British colonies “always concerned the Colonial
Office in London, which sought to ensure that what was done in the Imperial name
appeared to be both consistent and humane.”480 This argument gives expression to the
Nigerian context during the 1930s. A significant number of official correspondence,
memorandum and letters reveal that officials in London monitored and reviewed prison
reports submitted by the Director of Prisons of both the Northern and Southern provinces
as well as those submitted by the Governor General.
The point has already been established that the culture of physical violence
became the norm in Southern Nigeria prisons during Graeme Thomson’s administration.
Prison officials habitually inflicted pain on the body of offenders even for slight offences
which could have been overlooked or punished by other means. The use of physical force
in prisons in the 1930s alarmed the Secretary of State that he directed Thomson’s
attention to the matter. Thomson notified the Director of Prison and called for action. In
an attempt to reduce corporal punishment, the Director of Prison drafted a memo
informing prison officials to use corporal punishment only as punishment for serious
offences only and not for petty breaches of discipline. 481

480 David Killingray, “Punishment to Fit the Crime? Penal Policy and Practice in British Colonial Africa
in A History of Prison and Confinement in Africa, ed. Florence Bernault (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2003),
98.
481 NAI, CSO 26 30015, Acting Secretary Southern Provinces to the Chief Secretary to the Government:
Corporal Punishment for Prison offences, November 23, 1934.
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During Mabb’s tenure as Director of Prison for Southern Nigeria, officials in
London expressed their concern over the continued used of physical punishment on
offenders in prisons. In a memorandum addressed to Nigeria, they observed that the
infliction of corporal punishment for prison offences was still far too common in the
Southern provinces. They called for a full report on the matter. Reacting to the official
notice, Mabb issued and circulated a departmental instruction notifying prison staffs
about the concern of the Secretary of State and officials in London. The instruction
prohibited the infliction of corporal punishment except in cases where the offender was
guilty of one of three more serious offences. Corporal punishment, as Mabb pointed out,
should be reserved for offences of a serious nature such as violent assault and stealing
prison property. 482 Mabb’s action birthed immediate result; it reduced the number of
cases in which corporal punishment was inflicted in Southern Nigeria prisons, from 414
in 1931 to 291 in 1932 and 192 in 1933.
Again in 1934, officials concerned with penal matters in London noted a sharp
increase in the returns of corporal punishment inflicted in Southern Nigeria for the year
1933. Officials observed that the returns showed discrepancies between the provision
made by the prisons regulations for the punishment of offences against prison discipline
and the punishments actually inflicted. In a letter August 1934, Cunliffe Lister, the
Secretary of State for the Colonies, provided information on this discrepancy.483 Cunliffe

482 NAI, CSO 26 30015, The Director of Prisons Southern Provinces to the Officers-in-Charge of
Provincial and Divisional Prisons in the Southern Provinces and Cameroons: Re- Flogging for Prison
Offences, June 1932.
483 NAI, CSO 26 30015, “Cunliffe Lister to Donald Cameron: Memorandum,” August 1934.
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explained that Regulations 47-52 of the Prisons Ordinance addressed the issue of
discipline and punishment in prison. Regulation 47 gave a Superintendent of Prisons the
right to hear and decide charges in respect of twenty two offences against prison
discipline and may order an offender found guilty to receive not more than nine strokes
with a cane. Regulation 48 on the other hand empowered the Director of prisons, Deputy
Director of Prison, or any one or more prison visitors the right to try repeated offences
against prison discipline which the superintendent was not empowered to punish.
Referring to the returns on prisons in Southern Nigeria for 1933, Cunliffe pointed
attention to the abuse of power on the part of Superintendent of prisons; these officials
reportedly inflicted more than nine strokes of the cane on prisoners even for the slightest
offence. In addition, he noted that prison visitors punished offences which could have
been dealt with by Prison superintendents under Regulation 47. Cunliffe and other
officials in London wanted to know whether prison visitors were empowered to deal with
any of the 22 offences set out in Regulation 47 or if they could only punish offenders for
repeated offences or for other offences which the Superintendent could not punish.484
In 1935 Mabb responded to the demands of officials in London by amending
Regulation 48 of the Prison Ordinance. The amendment, he believed, would give prison
visitors the right to try all prison offences under Regulation 47 of the same ordinance.
More importantly, Mabb joined forces with other European officials who called for the
elimination of flogging as punishment in Southern Nigeria prisons. The Attorney General

484 NAI, CSO 26 30015, “Memorandum on the subject of Corporal Punishment for prison offences in the
Southern Provinces,” April 1934.
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was the first to make this recommendation. He suggested that the amendment of the
Prison Regulations should provide a suitable opportunity for the abolition of flogging and
the substitution of whipping in its place. For him, the abolition of flogging in prisons was
a reasonable and timely cause considering the fact that flogging had already been
abolished under the Criminal Code Amendment Ordinance No. 35 of 1933.485 In 1936 the
amended ordinance was revised and passed into law.
It is important to note that not all the recommendations made by officials in
London suited existing reality or met with the approval of officials in Southern Nigeria.
In April 1938, for instance, Ormsby Gore, the Secretary of State for the colonies, sent a
letter to the headquarters in Nigeria in which he called for the adoption in Nigeria of the
Rule 69 of the English prison rules. This rule allowed prisoners with sentences for a
period exceeding one calendar month to become eligible for the partial remission of their
sentence.486 Mabb agreed with the suggestion made by Gore. He believed that a system
which enables prisoners serving a short sentence of imprisonment to earn part remission
of his sentence operates not only an incentive to good conduct and industry, but it also
eliminates much unnecessary suffering and at the same time results in a considerable
reduction in expenditures on rations, clothing, bedding, and prison equipments.
Unfortunately Mabb refused to adopt rule 69 of the English prison rule due to inadequate
staff and lack of facility. The existing reality in Southern Nigeria prisons made the

485NAI, CSO 26 30015, “Acting Chief Secretary to the Government to the Secretary Southern Provinces,
Enugu,” 18th January 1935; “Acting Secretary Southern Provinces to Chief Secretary to the Government:
Corporal Punishment for Prison Offences”, February 26, 1935.
486 NAI, CSO 26/2 18519/SI (Vol.1), “Ormsby Gore to The Officer Administering the Government of
Nigeria: Circular,” April 7,1938 (Prison System: Remission of Marks)
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applicability and adaptation of the suggested regulation a difficult task to accomplish.
Mabb agreed in principle but doubted the practicability of adopting the U.K system
owing to the relatively low standard of literacy of prison clerks in Nigeria.487
Having described the contributions of Mabb and penal officials in London
towards the development of the penal system in Southern Nigeria, we can now examine
Donald Cameron’s reform and its effect on the prison system. Donald Cameron was
appointed as the Governor of Nigeria in June 1931. Unlike his predecessor, Cameron was
highly knowledgeable on political affairs in British African colonies. His experience in
colonial service commenced in Nigeria when he served as a junior officer in Northern
Nigeria in 1908. He later served as the first Secretary of the Colony and Protectorate of
Southern Nigeria and then as Chief adviser to Lugard and Clifford. In 1924 Cameron left
Nigeria to take up the post of the Governor of Tangayika.488 A general enthusiasm
greeted Cameron’s re-appointment –educated elites and members of the Chambers of
Commerce considered his appointment as a much welcomed development.489
At the time Cameron took over the realm of administration, Nigeria was in a state
of uneasiness. The political situation, particularly in the Southern provinces, was very
tense. The local populace, especially those in the South-eastern provinces, had already
lost confidence in the Nigerian system. They were tired of being directed and ordered
around by corrupt warrant Chiefs. More importantly, they strongly opposed government’s
487 NAI, CSO 26/2 18519/SI (Vol.1), “Director of Prisons to the Chief Secretary to the Government: Mark
System: With reference to the endorsement no 18519/47,” May 10, 1938.
488 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Welcome to Sir Donald and Lady Cameron: A Thousand Times,
Welcome,” June 17, 1931.
489 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Sir Donald and Nigeria: The Man of the Hour,” July 23, 1932.
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imposition of direct taxation. The Aba women’s war of 1929 demonstrated, among other
things, the general dissatisfaction with government administrative policies.
Before Cameron’s arrival in Nigeria, officials attempted some form of damage
control; some measures were taken to calm the nerves of disgruntled groups in the Southeast. First, after the revolt, many of the native courts, particularly those in the Owerri and
Calabar provinces were temporarily closed down. Second, the administration launched a
Commission of Inquiry to look into the cause of the revolt and circumstances that led to
the death of many rioters. The commission was led by two European officers, Major
Burrell Gray and H.W Blackhall.490 A second Commission of Inquiry was constituted
after some educated elites and influential members of the European mercantile
community called for a more representative body with a wider term of reference.491 The
Commission was led by Donald Kingdon and it included prominent educated elites such
as Kitoyi Ajasa and Eric Moore. Third the administration sponsored anthropological
research and intelligence reports with the aim of collecting useful information on the
culture and history of the people in the Southeastern provinces. Cameron entered Nigeria
just as the result of the research was being published.492 Officials left the final decision on
how to manage native administration and judicial affairs in the Southeast to the new
Governor General.

490The Nigerian Daily Times, “Commission of Inquiry Appointed,” January 27, 1930.
491 The Nigerian Daily Times, “The Eastern Division Inquiry: Claim for Fairer Representation,” January
4, 1930. The Nigerian Daily Times, “The South Eastern (New Commission),” February 12, 1930. The
Nigerian Daily Times, “The Unrest in the Eastern Division: Possibility of Another Commission of
Inquiry,” January 30, 1930.
492 The Nigerian Daily Times, “The Report of the Aba Commission of Inquiry,” September 3, 1930.
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Apart from administrative difficulties, Nigeria was also experiencing great
financial problems created by the worldwide economic depression. The depression led to
a substantial decrease in imported goods and a lesser demand for raw materials. Many
southerners, whose livelihood derived from selling and buying imported and exported
goods, struggled to make ends meet. The depression came with attendant social
problems. Crime flourished in different parts of Southern Nigeria, particularly in urban
centers. Pickpockets lurked around mercantile centers and railway stations and operated
in groups, stealing and transferring goods from one locality to another.493 The most
notorious pickpockets, as Simon Heap, described in his study, were the Jaguda Boys.494
They operated in gangs and hid on farmlands from where they crept out to operate at
night. 495 Urban youths who could not find employment joined the underworld and
engaged other forms of crime such as prostitution, illicit distillation of alcoholic drinks,
coin counterfeiting496, theft, assault and burglary.497
It was left to Cameron to find solutions to the myriad of social and economic
problems that crippled the country. In his first few months as Governor General,
493 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Developing a Career of Crime,” February 19, 1930. NAI Comcol 1/1257,
Crime in Lagos and Its Districts. NAI, Comcol 1/894 Vol. 1, Unemployment in Lagos.”
494 Simon Heap, “Their days are Spent in Gambling and Loafing, Pimping for Prostitutes and Picking
Pockets: Male Juvenile Delinquents on Lagos Island, 1920-1960, Journal of Family History 35 (2010): 4870. The Nigerian Daily Times, “A Daring Daylight Robbery: Jaguda Boy Chased by Car,” May 6, 1936.
The West African Pilot, “The Jaguda Boys,” October 19, 1937. The Nigerian Daily Times, “A Point Worth
Considering,” February 22, 1930. The West African Pilot, “The Jaguda Menace,” April 24, 1942.
495 The Nigerian Daily Times, “The Mystery on the Road,” April 9, 1932. The Nigerian Daily Times,
“The Jaguda Boys,” October 19, 1937.
496 The West African Pilot, “Boy Counterfeiters,” October 28, 1938. The West African Pilot, “This
Counterfeiting Menace,” October 23, 1937. Counterfeiters convicted and charged were often given a life
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Cameron resolved to tackle the country’s financial problems. In an attempt to reduce
government spending, he retrenched many government workers. He also reduced the
salaries of heads of department which he considered to be too excessive. In addition,
Cameron discouraged heads of government departments from recruiting new staffs and
from embarking on expensive and unnecessary projects.498
After addressing financial matters, Cameron then turned his attention to other
administrative problems. In his address to the Legislative Council in 1934, he indicated
his plans to reform the system of indirect rule. Cameron did not out rightly reject the
principle of native administration as laid down by Lugard but he wanted native authority
system to be guided by new spirit of liberalism, free from all repressive and reactionary
tendencies.499 He wanted a situation in which members of the society could participate in
the process of appointing their representatives at the local government level. By
introducing reforms, Cameron hoped to ascertain the real indigenous institutions of the
people. Native authority, he argued, “must be real authority in the eyes and mind of the
people affected.”500 Furthermore, Cameron hoped to give the local populace a chance to
appoint representatives who they considered to be legitimate title holders.501
The Governor indicated in a memorandum, written in 1934, that for native
administration to become legitimate, it must be recognized as appropriate not only by the

498 Nigerian Daily Times, “The Governor’s Address – A Review,” February 11, 1932.
499 The Nigerian Daily Times, “A Big Step Forward,” March 8, 1933.
500 Address by His Excellency the Governor, Sir Donald Cameron to the Legislative Council 6th March
1933 (Lagos: Government Printer, 1933), 11.
501 Donald Cameron, My Tangayika Service and Some Nigeria (London: George Allen & Unwin Limited,
1939), 14.
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government but also by the people.502 The memorandum was followed by a new Native
Authority Ordinance (No.43 of 1933), which reformed native administration in Southern
Nigeria. The new ordinance empowered the Governor to make rules and regulations for
the government of Native Authority prisons. The significance of the new ordinance lies in
the fact that that it reduced excessive powers enjoyed by local chiefs and judges. It also
democratized local government administration and brought agents of local administration
under close government supervision.
Apart from reconstructing native administration, Cameron also made changes to
the judicial system. The previous chapter has shown how the judicial system operated
during the tenure of Frederick Lugard. To reiterate, European officers were placed in
charge of Provincial courts. Also, legal practitioners were not allowed to represent their
clients in these courts. What Cameron did was to abolish the Provincial court system
entirely. In place of the Provincial Courts, he created an intermediate court, the High
court, to function alongside subordinate Magistrate courts. European officers appointed to
the new courts did not retain their executive power instead they served solely as
representatives of the judicial arm. Besides, Cameron also reformed Native court
administration by promulgating the Native Courts, Native Authority and Protectorate
Courts Ordinance of 1933. The significance of this ordinance lies in the fact that it
allowed legal representation in all courts. Second, it allowed for appeals to be forwarded
from one court to the other. Unlike what obtained in the past, lawyers could now file an

502 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Sir Donald Cameron and the Native Administration,” January 21, 1933.
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appeal on behalf of their clients which could move from the Native court to the
Protectorate court and from the Protectorate court to the Supreme Court.503
Interestingly, in 1934, Cameron accepted the appellate jurisdiction of the West
African Court of Appeal thereby giving lawyers another avenue to appeal their cases. The
Order in Council of November 1 1928 established the West African Court of Appeal to
enable four West African territories of Gambia, Gold Coast, Nigeria and Sierra Leone to
make appeals from their respective Supreme Courts to the West African Court of Appeal.
In 1933 the West African Court of Appeal Ordinance No 47. 1933 facilitated the
appellate process further from the Nigerian Supreme Court at Lagos to the West African
Court of Appeal to the Privy Council in London.504
Cameron instituted reforms that affected administrative machinery as well as the
organization of civil establishments. In many ways, native administrative and judicial
reforms led to outcomes that positively influenced the organization and administration of
prisons, prisoners’ right and welfare and prison population. It is imperative to elaborate
on these crucial points. First, Cameron’s reform provided prisoners with an opportunity
to appeal their sentences. The Nigerian Daily Times and the West African Pilot reported
sensational stories of prisoners who sought for appeal at the West African Court of
Appeal. For instance, in 1934, two prisoners Wahabi Animasahun and Rufai Baruwa had
their cases re-tried before the court.505 Also in 1939, an alleged murderer convicted by the
High Court at Benin City had his conviction and sentence quashed by the West African
503 Okonjo, British Administration in Nigeria, 1900-1950, 225.
504 Mwalimu, The Nigerian Legal System: Public Law Vol. 1, 404.
505 The Nigerian Daily Times, “West African Court of Appeal: Criminal Assizes,” August 20, 1934.
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Court of Appeal.506 In July 1939, three Ibariba men, Yairu Ibariba, Imoru Abariba and
Amodu Pashi who had been convicted and condemned to death at a High Court in
Abeokuta, appeared before the West African Court of Appeal. Their sentence was
eventually quashed by judges of the court in light of new evidence.507 Their appeal was
granted and they were immediately released from prison. The right to appeal did not
necessarily guarantee automatic release from prison but often led to the reduction of
sentences of imprisonment.508 Many condemned prisoner (lifers) took advantage of this
opportunity and had their death sentences replaced with a sentence of life
imprisonment.509 In 1936 sixty prisoners out of which ten were condemned prisoners
appealed to the West African Court of Appeal.510
In addition, Cameron’s reform affected prison population in the Southern
provinces. Specifically, the Native Courts Ordinance of 1933 led to a decline in the
number of people committed to prisons from Native courts. In the five Eastern provinces
where the policy was first introduced in October 1927, committals from native courts
declined from 21, 648 in 1927 to 9944 in 1935. In Calabar Province, where eight prisons

506 The West African Pilot, “Man Convicted of Murder Is Discharged by Appeal Court, May 5, 1939.
507 The West African Pilot, “Appeal Court Quashes Murder Sentence on 3 Ibariba Men,” July 15, 1939.
508 The West African Pilot, “Appellate Court Turns Down Two Murderers’ Applications,” January 6,
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509 NAI, OYO Prof 1 2647, “Secretary Southern Province to the Resident Oyo Province, 4 March, 1936
NAI, OYO Prof 1, Transfer of Prisoners, 54 Vol. 11
510 Comcol 1/463 Prison Miscellaneous, “Director of Prisons to the Commissioner of the Colony:
Warrants to produce prisoners before the Court,” 28th April 1936. Prison officials experienced considerable
difficulties in their attempt to transfer prisoners from prisons to the West African Court of Appeal in Lagos.
It was particular challenging to transfer prisoners in prisons outside Lagos to the West African Court of
Appeal which was then situated in Lagos. In addition, prison officials complained about the slow process of
the court. There were days when a hundred prisoners will appear before the court, but only three cases may
be reviewed on that day. In 1936, prison officials requested for an increase of staff or arrangements.
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were maintained, prison population declined from 5112 to 2312; in Ogoja province from
4327 to 2435; in Onitsha province from 2886 to 1178; in Owerri province from 6433 to
3351; and in Warri province from 2569 to 668. In Benin province, where prisons were
maintained at Benin City, Auchi, Ubiaja, Agbor and Ogwashi Uku, committals from the
Native Courts declined from 2,277 in 1927 to 1422 in 1935.511
The Native Courts Ordinance provided for the constitution of a large number of
local courts in which encouragement was given to the settlement of cases by other means
other than imprisonment. Unlike the old ordinance that allowed for the punishment of
minor offences by incarceration, the new law encouraged the settling and resolving
disputes involving land disputes, predial larceny (theft of agricultural product) through
arbitration. This policy led to a drastic reduction in the number of committals from native
courts.512 Also, Cameron’s native court ordinance led to a large decline in the number of
females sentenced to imprisonment terms of two years and upward. The decline, as Mabb
puts it, “was largely due to the settlement of marriage, dowry and adultery cases by
arbitration instead of imprisonment.”513

511 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern Provinces
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Table 7:

Figure showing how new native court laws affected prison population in
Southern Nigeria.

In regard to prison administration and organization, the enactment of the Native
Authority Ordinance encouraged the establishment of additional native authority prisons
in Southern Nigeria. In the Ondo province, for instance, a small prison was established at
Okitipupa for the accommodation of Native Court prisoners.514 Another significant point
worthy of mention is that the ordinance encouraged better supervision of native authority
prisons in Southern Nigeria. The Governor supervised not only developments in native

514 Ibid.
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courts but also native authority prisons. Native Authority prisons were placed under the
direct charge of a Head warder who answered to the local District Officer and was
assisted by subordinate warders. Cameron’s regulation mandated Prison Visitors to
regularly inspect Native Authority prisons.515 This policy represents a departure from the
past where many Native authority prisons were left unsupervised and unregulated by
European administrative officers.
In spite of the progressive changes recorded during the tenure of Donald Cameron
as Governor General and V.L Mabb as Director of Prisons, some problems that had long
stiffened the development of the prison system in Southern Nigeria remained unresolved.
The absence of funds and infrastructure made it difficult to apply all the modern penal
techniques suggested by Committee Z. The management of criminal lunatics constituted
the greatest challenge faced by prison administration.516 Convict prisons overflowed with
lunatic criminals. The problem was further compounded by the fact that by the mid 1930s
lunatic asylums, administered by the Medical department, were full to capacity. The
prison department was, therefore, saddled with the task of managing criminal and civil
lunatics. 517 In 1934 the Prison department confined over one hundred and thirty seven
lunatics. Warder staffs placed in charge of lunatics did not receive any form of medical
training. Therefore, they did not really know how to manage crisis situation.

515 Ogunleye, The Nigerian Prison System, 106.
516 The management of civil and criminal lunatics, as reported in the Nigerian Daily Times, caused great
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Unfortunately, all measures put in place to ensure the proper management of
lunatics in prison failed to yield any positive result. In 1934 Mabb submitted proposals
for the erection of an asylum as part of the Port Harcourt prisons.518 This plan did not
come to fruition for lack of funds. In addition, despite the fact that a mental specialist was
sent by the Colonial Office to investigate the problem, no policy was formulated to
address the problem.519 In 1938 the Prisons and Medical Department converted the
prisons at Abeokuta and Lokoja into temporary asylum for the exclusive custody and
treatment of lunatics. This effort, however, ended up being an imperfect plan because
both prisons could not accommodate all civil and criminal lunatics in Southern
Nigeria.520
Recidivism and the management of discharged prisoners constituted yet another
challenge for the prisons department. The administration did not provide funds needed
for the after care of discharged prisoners. Upon release, discharged prisoners were left
stranded without employment, housing and health care.521 Unfortunately, no voluntary
organization took up the case of discharged prisoners. The absence of an after-care
program encouraged recidivism. Discharged prisoners who found it difficult to survive
relapsed into criminal behavior and most of them ended up serving longer terms of
518 Ibid.
519 NAI, CSO 26/2 12686 (Vol. IX), Annual Report Prisons Department: Northern and Southern
Provinces, 1935 & 1936.
520 Annual Report Prisons Department: Southern and Northern Provinces Annual report, 1938.
521 The Nigerian Daily Times featured the story of a prisoner by the name James Adebayo. The prisoner
first entered prison in 1925 after he was found guilty of stealing and breaking illegally into someone’s
home and was released in 1938. It was reported that the prisoner having no means of subsistence
committed another crime in order to return to the prison where he could gain access to “free boarding and
free lodging.” The West African Pilot, “Man Confesses Stealing in Order to Return to Gaol,” February 4,
1939.
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imprisonment. According to the West African Pilot, a total of 9,094 recidivists were
admitted in 1938 as against a total of 4,450 received in 1937. Of the recidivists admitted
in 1938, 6,514 had been previously convicted once, 1,450 had been previously convicted
twice and 1,130 had been previously convicted three times or more.522
Several newspapers featured stories and articles that reflected on the problem of
recidivism in Southern Nigeria. For instance, writing in 1938, an editor for the Nigerian
Daily Times lamented on the condition of discharged prisoners. He noted the increase in
the number of recidivists and called for the formulation of a “definite policy whereby the
Prison Authorities working through some recognized channel would, as far as possible,
endeavor to place every discharged prisoner in a position which will give him a
reasonable opportunity of earning his livelihood in a legitimate way.”523 A writer with the
pen name “Toks” wrote an article for the Nigerian Daily Times in which he detailed the
unfortunate fate of discharged prisoners. He complained that “the prisons instead of
being reformatory and human” were “places where the revolting spirit is made very torrid
by punishment.” He added that after enduring the period of unpsychological and
unprincipled life “behind the prison walls, a prisoner finds, on his release, that he is
regarded in the outside world as an untouchable and a social outcast. He finds the gates of
jobs closed against him and he is left to the mercy of the people who are even suspicious
of his actions.”524

522 The West African Pilot, “Prisons Department, 1938,” October 26, 1939.
523 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Our Prison System,” August 8, 1934.
524 The West African Pilot, “Recidivism in Nigeria,” October 5, 1939.
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Conclusion
The outbreak of the Second World War coupled with the economic depression
further hampered the development of the prison system. Bernard Bourdillon, Cameron’s
successor, concentrated all his energies on campaigning for the British course and
showed little interest in what happened in prisons. In spite of the stunted growth
experienced by the prison system, a significant development took place in 1938. In that
year, Mabb successfully amalgamated the prison departments in the Northern provinces
and the Southern provinces.525 Hitherto the two departments operated independent of
each other. The Commissioner of Police controlled the prison department in the North
while a Director of Prison controlled the prisons department in the South. This
arrangement changed on April 1, 1938 when both departments were merged as a single
unit and placed under the charge of the Director of Prisons. The significance of the
amalgamation is that it allowed for a better coordination of penal affairs and allowed for
the establishment of uniform policies in both the Northern and Southern provinces. The
foundation laid by V.L Mabb was built upon by his successor who worked towards
prison reform in the period after the Second World War.

525 The West African Pilot, “Prison Department, 1938,” October 26, 1938.
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Chapter 5: The Penal System in Southern Nigeria, 1939-1955
Introduction
This chapter examines the colonial penal system in Southern Nigeria from 1939,
a period that witnessed the outbreak of the Second World War, to 1955, a time when
Nigerian nationalists engaged more actively in politics and educated elites gradually
began to replace European colonial officials as administrators in government civil
establishments. Before the outbreak of the war, Colonel Mabb, the then Director of
Nigerian prisons, proposed reforms which called the for re-organization of the penal
system. Unfortunately, these proposals were hurriedly set aside by colonial administrators
who were much more concerned about garnering public funds and other resources for the
war campaign in support of Britain and her allies.
In many ways, the Second World War adversely affected the development of the
penal system and further worsened the condition of prisoners. In the aftermath of the war,
several individuals and agencies called for and initiated penal reforms. These agents of
change included the Treatment of Offenders Sub Committee, an arm of the colonial
office in London; Sir Alexander Patterson, a well respected British penal administrator;
Brittain Long, the Acting Director of Nigerian prisons from 1945-1946, and more
importantly, Robert Dolan, the Director of Nigerian prisons from 1946-1955. Some
innovative changes were recorded as a result of modifications suggested and introduced
by these agents. However, colonial policies, public attitude and absence of funds placed
severe limits on penal reform.
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The history of the Nigerian penal system in the period from 1939 to 1950 as
narrated by Bolanle Awe and Ademola Ogunleye ignored two important thematic issues:
the role of the press, particularly the militant nationalist press, in calling for penal reform
and the experience of imprisoned nationalists. This chapter fills a long standing gap in the
historiography by advancing scholarly knowledge on these themes. To facilitate
discussion, the chapter is divided into five sections: the first section examines the nature
of penal confinement in Nigeria during the Second World War; the second section
examines post war penal policies and reforms; the third section examines the link
between the nationalist press and the prison system; the fourth section details the
experience of imprisoned nationalists; and the fifth section sheds light on penal
development in Nigeria in the years following the retirement of Robert Dolan.

The Second World War and Penal Confinement in Nigeria
The previous chapter described how Colonel Mabb amalgamated the prisons
department of the Northern and Southern provinces. This significant step facilitated a
process of centralization. With the merging of both departments on April 1 1938, a
central department was established in Enugu under Mabb’s control. Mabb exercised a
great deal of influence and closely monitored the activities of officers of the Prisons
department, especially those placed in charge of convict and divisional prisons.
Centralization encouraged the formulation and implementation of uniform policies for the
fifty two prisons maintained by the government, out of which four were situated in
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Lagos, five in the Northern provinces and forty three in the Southern Provinces.526 After
the process of consolidation was completed, Mabb began to think about ways to
standardize penal practice. In a proposal which he wrote to the head of the Nigerian
government, he called for the promotion of modern techniques of confinement, the
demolition or re-building of outmoded native administration prisons, the expansion of the
prison clerical work force and the establishment of rehabilitation services for prisoners.527
Unfortunately, Mabb’s proposal died a natural death mainly because of the
outbreak of the Second World War that commenced in 1939 and ended in 1945. Officers
administering Nigeria were engrossed with meeting the needs of the war that they gave
little attention to proposals involving other issues. Penal affairs and the condition of
prisoners, for instance, did not appear on the priority list of Bernard Bourdillon.528 The
Governor considered and invested funds in proposals that promoted allied propaganda. In
addition, he approved proposals that outlined creative ways to marshal Nigeria’s natural
resources at the disposal of Great Britain, raise taxation, recruit local men for the fighting
force and encourage the local populace to donate to the “Nigerian War Relief Fund.” The
Relief fund was constituted by the Governor for the purpose of relieving “suffering

526 There were convict prisons in Abeokuta, Enugu, Kaduna, Lokoja and Port Harcourt. Provincial prisons
were situated at Bamenda, Benin City, Buea, Jos, Kano, Mamfe, Ogoja, Onitsha, Owerri, Zaria and Warri.
Divisional prisons were located at Aba, Abak, Abakaliki, Ado-Ekiti, Afigbo, Agbor, Ahoada, Aro-Chukwu,
Auchi, Awgu, Awka, Badagry, Bende, Degema, Eket, Epe, Forcados, Ibadan, Ikom, Ikorodu, Ikot-Ekpene,
Itu, Kumba, Nsukka, Obetim, Obubra, Ogwashi, Uku, Okigwi, Okitipupa, Opobo, Owo, Sapele, Ubiaja and
Uyo. CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1938.
527 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1938. NAI CSO 26/2
18519/SI (Prison System: Remission of Marks), “The Director of Prison to the Chief Secretary to the
Government: Mark System,” June 2, 1938.
528 For a list of issues that came top on Bernard’s list, see Bernard Bourdillon, “Nigeria’s War Effort,”
Journal of the Royal African Society, Vol. 39 (1940): 115-122.
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caused to the combatant forces or civil population of Great Britain and her allies and to
provide comforts for combatant forces.”529
Available literature on the Second World War in Nigeria has shown that to a large
extent Nigerians, especially the educated elites, members of the press as well as religious
leaders contributed in many ways to the struggle against the Axis powers. Gabriel
Olusanya, for instance, explained in his study that the elite ruling class in Northern
Nigeria pledged their allegiance to the British. Educated elites in the Southern provinces
also expressed their solidarity by contributing immensely to the various war charities.530
Infact, after the first twelve weeks of the war, the Nigerian government received a total
amount of £12,000 out of which £9,000 was sent to the Joint Red Cross and St John’s
Ambulance Fund, £2,000 was sent to the Polish Relief Fund and £1,000 was sent to the
St Dunstan’s Fund.531 What is missing from Olusanya’s study as well as other scholarly
works on the Second World War in Nigeria, however, is an exploration of prisoners’
contribution to war efforts.
Like European officials, pressmen, educated elites and religious leaders,
prisoners contributed their quota to the war effort. Some joined the West African Frontier
force and fought alongside Europeans against Germany and her allies. More importantly,
prisoners contributed their labor to meet the economic demands of war. When the war
first broke out, colonial officials did not really place demands on Nigerians. This is

529 The West African Pilot, “Sir Bernard Appeals,” September 19, 1939.
530 Gabriel Olakunle Olusanya, The Second World War and Politics in Nigeria, 1939-1953 (Lagos: Evans
Brothers Limited, 1973), p.45.
531 Bourdillon, “Nigeria’s War Effort,”119.
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because the full impact of the war was not felt in the country at the initial stage.
However, pressure for war demands increased in Nigeria after two significant events
occurred: the closure of the Mediterranean route to the Allies after Italy joined the Axis
powers and the loss of the Far Eastern colonies. These events drew Nigerians closer to
the theatre of war and produced far reaching consequences. First, the closure of the
Mediterranean route meant that the Allied forces had to look to other regions for a steady
supply of economic goods. Nigeria, being a leading producer of goods such as tin, coal,
cocoa, and rubber gained the attention of the British government. Second, with the loss of
the Far Eastern colonies to Japan in 1942, Allied forces marked Nigeria as an alternative
strategic highway for their military movement.532
The colonial government depended heavily on prisoners’ labor in order to meet
the economic demands of war. In 1943, for instance, over two hundred prisoners were
transferred to a site in the hinterland of the upper reaches of Cross River to aid the
collection of wild rubber. Prisoners were kept in work camps, administered533 by officials
drawn from the Prison and Forestry department.534 Apart from prisoners, government
also drafted school children for its economic production drive; young children who were

532 Olusanya, The Second World War and Politics in Nigeria, 48.
533 These camps were closed as the rubber production projection was discontinued on 30th June 1944. See
Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department, Nigeria, for the Year 1944.
534 Prisoners who participated in this production drive were paid the same rate as free labourers for the
rubber they collected. The payment was an exception to a long standing rule. This was the only instance in
which prisoners were paid for their labor since the establishment of prisons in Nigeria. Hitherto, colonial
officials exploited prisoners’ labor power without offering any form of remuneration. Not all prisoners in
the country participated in this project, only long term prisoners were chosen for the task. Note that the two
Forestry Officers in charge of the rubber collected were gazetted as Assistant Superintendents of Prison so
they could hold the powers and authority of prison officers. For additional details, see the Annual Report
on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1943.
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supposed to be learning in school were also transported to Enugu to assist in the rubber
tapping and production scheme.535 When Nigeria became an important strategic stage
post for the movement of British goods and troops, the colonial government in Nigeria
launched several military defense projects including the building of camps, military base,
airfields, railways and roads. To complete these projects in good time, European officials
employed free laborers, carriers and builders.536 In addition, they recruited prisoners.
Unlike free laborers, however, prisoners did not receive any payment for the services
they provided.
During the war, the military department relied heavily on prison industries for the
production of war supplies. From June 1940, the workshops of convict prisons in
Southern Nigeria were used solely for the manufacture of military equipment. Also,
between 1941 and 1942, as a result of the shortage of imported clothing and inability on
the part of the United African Company (UAC) to meet contract demands, the military
department sought the assistance of the prisons department for the production of
materials such as clothing and boots. The colonial government provided funds for prison
authorities to purchase one hundred sewing machines for the manufacture of military
wear. At the end of 1941, prisoners produced approximately one tenth of military
requirements for uniforms.537 It is important to note that apart from contributing their

535 Olusanya, The Second World War and Politics in Nigeria, 47.
536 The Daily Service, “The Crime Wave,” September 23, 1949. NAI, Comcol 1/891 Vol. II, “The
Commissioner of the Colony of Lagos to the Commissioner of Labour: Repatriation of Sick and Destitute
Labourers in Lagos, January 25, 1943.
537 NAI, CSO 33209, S.3 (Prisons Department: Estimates and Additional Provision, 1941-42), “Director
of Prisons to the Financial Secretary: Prison Workshops: Manufacture of Military Uniforms,” May 29,
1941.
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labour and skill to the war effort, some prisoners fought alongside Europeans during the
war. The Director of Prisons confirmed the recruitment for military service of sixteen
juveniles and other long terms offenders in 1939.538
The Second World War negatively affected prison administration and further
worsened the plight of prisoners. It is important, at this point, to highlight some of the
ways in which the war rubbed negatively on the penal system. In the first place, war
immediately triggered an increase in prison population. The daily average of prisoners
serving sentences in 1939 showed an increase of 779 compared to the preceding year.
The increase can be attributed to the hard economic conditions that prevailed in months
following the outbreak of the war.
During the course of the war, colonial authorities established strict economic laws
which ultimately led to the impoverization of the Nigerian populace. Village youths, in
search of better opportunities and a higher standard of living, migrated in large numbers
to urban areas including Lagos, Abeokuta, Ibadan, Sapele, Port-Harcourt, Onitsha,
Enugu, Zaria and Kano. After roaming endlessly in search of jobs without any prospect,
many of these youths realized that their dream of making it big in the city was far
removed from reality. They were disappointed after realizing that the city had little or
nothing to offer them. Those who could not cope with hardship and who were too
ashamed to return to their villages or distant homes empty handed began to form criminal

538 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1939.
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units in suburban areas.539 In Lagos, for instance, many youths who became jobless after
the completion of the Military defense projects, formed and joined criminals cells. These
cells reportedly congregated in areas including Agege, Idumagbo Avenue and Apapa
Wharf.540
The most popular form of crime committed during the war years included pickpocketing, coin counterfeiting, illicit distillation and burglary. Burglary was very popular
not only in suburban areas but also in provinces, especially in places such as Abeokuta,
Ijebu Ode, Warri and Ibadan. Burglars found it easy to operate and steal properties from
stores and residential homes located in the provinces mainly because of the inefficiency
of Native Administration police. The native police did not develop a sophisticated system
for tackling criminal activities. Reportedly, the situation was so bad in the provinces that
some communities donated funds in order to employ night watchmen to safeguard their
properties.541
Apart from burglary, criminal gangs also took on the practice of picking the
pockets of unsuspecting victims. Infact, the activities of pickpockets known as Jaguda
and Boma Boys increased greatly during the course of the war. In Lagos, pickpockets
reportedly moved in chains; one criminal would steal from an unsuspecting victim and
then pass on stolen items to his partners. In Ijebu Ode, pickpockets operated during the
day, in the midst of the crowd. They lurked around bus stations and targeted laborers who
539 NAI, Comcol 1/ 891 Vol. II, “Commissioner of the Colony to the Chief Secretary to the Government:
Unemployment in Lagos, August 9, 1945.
540 NAI, Comcol 1/1257, Crime in Lagos and the Districts.
541 NAI. Comcol 1/1257, Crime in Lagos and the Districts; The West African Pilot, “Burglary in the
Provinces,” July 1, 1942.
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worked for European firms as well as market women.542 In addition, they employed all
kinds of tactics such as threats, blackmail and rough handling to obtain items from
victims.543
Some people engaged in counterfeiting and illicit distillation of gin during the war
years. Counterfeiters, as the Nigerian Daily Times noted, operated during rush hours
when unsuspecting victims hardly stopped to examine piecemeal cash handed to them.544
Before the outbreak of the war, colonial officials placed a restriction on the sale and
distribution of local alcoholic drinks for health reasons; however, some members of the
local populace obtained their income from selling illegal alcoholic drinks, especially at
the time when shipping difficulties made it impossible for European firms to produce
enough alcoholic products to meet existing demands.545 Other forms of criminal activity
that thrived during the war years include black market crimes, profiteering,546 and
prostitution.547

542 NAI Ijebu Prof 1/925: Pick Pocket Raiding At Markets: Petition from Ita-Osu Market Women
(Traders), July 13, 1942.
543 The West African Pilot, “The Jaguda Menace,” April 24, 1943. The Daily Comet, “The Jaguda Boys
Again,” June 15, 1946. The Nigerian Daily Times, “The Jaguda “Boys,” October 19, 1937.
544 The Nigerian Daily Times, “This Counterfeiting Menace!” October 23, 1937. Money counterfeiting
was popular among school boys who wanted to become rich overnight. Many of the illegal coins were
imported from other neighboring countries. It is also interesting to note that most of these coins were
imported by British firms. The Nigerian Daily Times, “Boy Counterfeiters,” October 28, 1938. The West
African Pilot, “Counterfeiting Nuisance,” August 20, 1938.
545 The Nigerian Daily Times, “Illicit Distillation,” April 27, 1941. The West African Pilot, “Illicit Gin,”
February 11, 1939.
546 The West African Pilot, “The Anti-Profiteering Campaign,” September 3, 1945. The West African
Pilot, “Profiteering in the Provinces,” June 22, 1942.
547 The Daily Comet, “Smoke Out the Prostitutes,” June 24, 1944. The West African Pilot, “Taxation of
Prostitutes,” June 22, 1943.The West African Pilot, “These Common Prostitutes,” June 30, 1943.
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Increased criminal activity during the war years created two serious problems for
the Prisons department: overcrowding and recidivism. Overcrowding in particular
constituted a major administrative challenge for prison officials. Prison space in convict,
provincial and native administration prisons quickly exceeded their capacity, making it
difficult to classify prisoners according to their needs, sex and category of offence. Left
with no choice, prison officials confined prisoners in toxic communal cells where they
were subjected to different forms of inhumane treatment. Overcrowding birthed other
administrative problems such as increased mortality rate, spread of infectious diseases,
inmate misconduct, stretching of prison resources beyond reasonable limits, reduced staff
morale, health problems and weak security.
In an attempt to ease acute prison overcrowding, Colonel Mabb, the Director of
the Prisons department, encouraged prison officials to transfer prisoners from crowded to
a less crowded prison. He made this suggestion in 1943 after the enactment and passage
into law of the Native Authority Prisons Order-in-Council. This law stipulated that a
High Court or Magistrate Court could commit offenders to a native authority prison in its
area for the purpose of serving sentences not exceeding specified lengths. In 1941, as part
of his effort to reduce prison congestion, Mabb introduced a new remission rule.548 The
policy allowed for the deduction of a maximum of one third from a prisoner’s sentence
“as a reward for industry and good conduct.” In addition, the policy replaced the mark
system which hitherto granted prisoners the maximum remission of only one quarter of
their sentence. Under the new arrangement, the remission of a life sentence prisoner was
548CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1941.
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calculated as if the sentence were a fixed term of twenty years.549 Despite all the attempts
made by Mabb, all the prisons in Nigeria received prisoner population that exceeded their
capacity.
Recidivism represented the second major challenge for prison administrators. The
number of repeat offenders (prisoners with previous sentences) increased significantly
during the war years. Various local newspapers reported the high rate of recidivism.550
The increasing number of repeat offenders shocked European officials into believing that
Africans preferred prison environment to the free world. Europeans found evidence for
their arguments in reports published by the local dailies. The West African Pilot, for
instance, reported the case of a prisoner, Amusa Fadari, who received a new sentence of
twelve months imprisonment weeks after completing fourteen previous convictions.551 In
1939, the same paper featured the story of a prisoner, James Adebayo, who after
completing a sentence of thirteen years on September 16 1938 decided to steal a Hercules
bicycle in order to return to any prison where “he would be given free lodging and
boarding.”552 What the newspaper failed to do, however, was to link the actions of these
recidivists to the economic hardship that enveloped the country during the war.
Administrative problems that plagued the prison system during the war years
remained largely unresolved due to the lack of funds. The point has already been

549 Milner, The Nigerian Penal System, 216.
550 The West African Pilot, “Recidivism in Nigeria,” April 27, 1941.
551 The West African Pilot, “Recidivists Receives Money by False Pretenses: 12 Months Jail,” January 19,
1943.
552 The West African Pilot, “Ex-Convict Prefers to Return to Gaol: Man Confesses Stealing in Order to
Return to Gaol,” February 4, 1939.
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established that the colonial government directed its funds to Britain. Bernard Bourdillon,
the Governor of Nigeria, introduced policies that aimed at cutting government spending.
In 1941 he sent a circular to the Director of prisons in which he called for a reduction of
10 percent or more to the draft estimates of the Prisons department. Additionally, he
directed Mabb to reduce spending by instituting rigid control measures regardless of the
number and needs of prisoners.553 Reduced budget cut made it impossible for the Prisons
department to continue most of the rehabilitative projects that were developed on the eve
of the Second World War. Mabb initially planned to cater to the needs of discharged
prisoners, expand the clerical unit of the prisons department, 554 establish prisons for civil
and criminal lunatics and extend a number of native administration prisons to provide the
much needed accommodation for prisoners. 555 Unfortunately all these plans were shelved
for a later date due to the exigencies of war.
The war adversely affected prison administration. Most of the Europeans who
occupied senior staff position were drafted for military service. Colonel Mabb, the
Director, was seconded for military duty from June 1940 to June 1945. He retained
supervisory control over provincial, convict and divisional prisons, but from a distance.556
As his military duties took him to different locations outside Nigeria, he could not really
monitor penal affairs. Many of the experienced European staffs who could have acted in

553 NAI, CSO 26/2 33209/S.3, “Director of Prisons to the Financial Secretary: Draft Estimates 1941-42,”
October 17, 1940.
554 CSO 26/2 33209/S.3,”Director of Prisons to the Financial Secretary: Memorandum accompanying
Draft Estimates for the Prison Department for the Year 1941-42,” 17th October 1940.
555 CRL Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1939.
556 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1941.
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his stead returned home to join the British force. In 1941, for instance, a European
Assistant Superintendent of a large convict prison was called off to join the
Expeditionary Force in East Africa. The standard of administration deteriorated
remarkably in Nigerian prison, particularly in divisional prison due to reduced
supervisory control occasioned by the reduction in the rank of superior staffs.557
Colonial authorities stretched prison resources to the limit during the war years. A
number of prison buildings were converted into storage space for the military department.
For instance, in 1940 the Egba Native Administration prison at Abeokuta, which Mabb
wanted to convert permanently into a lunatic asylum for civil and criminal prisoners, was
taken over by the military department.558 In the same year, the government prison at
Ibadan was shut down and its inmates were transferred to the Ibadan Native
administration prison. This measure constituted a major administrative challenge for the
prison department mainly because Ibadan Native administration prison could not contain
all prisoners from the government prison.
The acute reduction in the number of junior staff (especially warder staffs) can be
classified as one of the most obtrusive effects of the Second World War on the penal
system in Nigeria. Economic hardship and unfavorable work conditions made many
warder staffs to resign from prison service. To make matters worse, for lack of adequate
funds, the department could not attract the right caliber of people to fill vacant positions.

557 CSO 26/2 33209/S.3: Prisons Department, Estimates and Additional Provision, 1941-42. The only
officially recognized Inspector of Prison left the country during the war to join the British Army. As a
result, many Native Administration Prisons were unsupervised.
558 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1940-41.
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Mabb, in an official document, complained about the acute shortage of staff. He stated
that only an assortment of uneducated individuals formerly employed as laborers, shop
boys and Court Messengers expressed interest in prison work. These people, as far as
Mabb was concerned, wanted prison jobs not because they were driven by the will to
serve humanity rather because they were compelled by the need to make ends meet.559
Reduction in the number of warder staff promoted a culture of indiscipline among
prisoners and encouraged many prisoners to escape from prison.

Prison Warders’ Welfare Board
Although the war years (1939 to 1945) can be regarded as uneventful years for the
prison department, in 1943 two significant events, which later shaped prison
administration, took place. The first event involved the formation of the Prison Warders’
Welfare Board in July 1943. It is imperative to pause to consider the events that led to the
establishment of this board. From 1941 warders began to organize and demand for better
conditions of service. They formally expressed their grievances through various channels,
especially through local newspapers.560 Warders complained bitterly about their salary
scale, which they considered to be too low. Furthermore, they called for the restoration of
the old salary scale in existence before the war, which classified Third Class Warders,
Second Class Warders, and Senior Warders as pensionable members of the Civil Service.

559 NAI, Comcol 1/463, “Director of Prisons to the Commissioner to the Colony: Prison Warders’ Welfare
Board,” August 31, 1943.
560 The West African Pilot, “Our Prison Warders,” September 22, 1941.
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In addition, they criticized Mabb for showing little interest in the plight of subordinate
staffs.
In 1942, Mabb decided to meet with warders’ representatives to give attention to
their complaints and discuss a way forward. At the meeting, Mabb agreed to a proposal
for the formation of the Warder’s Welfare Board, which would provide the warder staff
as a whole “with a means of putting forward grievances and other matters affecting their
conditions of service.”561 The Board, administered and managed solely by warders,
started operations in July 1943. Its headquarters was situated at the Prisons’ Headquarters
in Enugu. The Board appointed two of its standing members as secretaries to deal with all
correspondence in connection with the general welfare of the warders.
In the first few weeks of its operation, the Board demanded for the following:
revised salary scale, removal of the ranks of the Senior Warders and Chief Warders,
promotion of Senior Warders to the rank of Assistant Chief Warder,562 abolition of the
system of re-engagement, change in the hours of duty for all subordinate staffs, proper
and adequate housing arrangements, establishment of a training school, allocation of

561 NAI, Comcol 1/463 (Prison Miscellaneous), Minutes of the First Meeting of the Nigeria Prison
Warders’ Welfare Board, August 11, 1943.
562 Warders complained bitterly about the way prison administrators failed to promote African Staffs who
served as Senior Warders to the rank of the Assistant Chief Warders. Many Senior Warders waited in vain
for promotion for many years. In 1943, however, when Nigerian Civil Servants began to call for the
Nigerianization of the Civil Service and decry the wholesale importation of non African personnel into the
country, Mabb appointed H.B Dorgu as the First African Assistant Superintendent of Prisons. Dorgu was
the first African to serve in that position in the whole of British West Africa. For more information, see The
West African Pilot, “Nigerianization of Our Civil Service,” March 9, 1945. NAI, CSO 26/2 35403 Prisons
Department Notifications, “Director of Prisons to the Chief Secretary to the Government: Mr. H.B Dorgu,
Chief Warder Grade I – Promotion to Assistant Superintendent of Prisons,” July 2, 1943.
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bicycle allowance, annual promotions and granting of gratuities and pensions. It is
important to note that many of these demands were turned down by the Director of
Prisons. In fact, the organization achieved little in the first few years after it began
operation mainly because most of the representatives were non-radical and
inexperienced. However, in the period after the Second World War, the Board won many
concessions mainly because it was managed by a new generation comprising of young
activists.

Alexander Paterson on Crime and Its Treatment in Nigeria
The second significant event involved the visitation of Alexander Paterson to
Nigeria. During the Second World War, German Soldiers confined Jews and other
“undesirables” including homosexuals and political prisoners in concentration camps. In
over two hundred camps, Jews suffered the worst form of oppression and cruelty; many
were exterminated through hard work or skinned alive. The inhumane treatment of Jews
prompted several international organizations concerned with penal issues to take action.
Penal reformers began to place enormous pressure on warring nations, demanding for the
protection of Jews and the rights of war prisoners. Responding to pressure from
international agencies and penal reformers, the British government launched a massive
propaganda campaign against Germany, exposing to the world the oppression endured by
Jews. Also, in an effort to demonstrate to the world that Britons supported the rights of
prisoners, the British government decided to establish different investigative
commissions to report on the general well being of prisoners as well as the condition of
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prisoners in its colonies.563 Consequently, in 1943, the Colonial Office sent Alexander
Paterson to Nigeria to investigate the general condition of government and native
authority prisons and offer recommendations for improvement.564
Alexander Paterson, at the time when he visited Nigeria, served as a
commissioner of Prisons in England and Wales. He was a man of experience, a seasoned
penologist and reformer, well known for initiating far-reaching penal reforms in
England.565 As an undergraduate in the mid 1900s, Paterson was drawn to the plight of
people in poor suburban areas. He willingly chose to live in Bermondsey, a deprived area
in London populated by poverty stricken people. Paterson’s work for the Oxford Medical
Mission to Bermondsey brought him even closer to the plight of low class citizens
especially prisoners. He devoted his time to the care of juveniles, especially after 1908
when he was selected as the head of a Borstal Association. In 1911, Paterson became
Assistant Director of the Central Association for the Aid of Discharged Prisoners. He
made it a point of duty to visit convict prisons in England in order to interview inmates
before or after discharge. As a penologist, Paterson believed in the rehabilitation of
prisoners. As far as he was concerned, all prisons ought to serve one ultimate purpose:
the reformation of prisoners into respectable and hard working citizens. The first duty of
a prison, according to him, “is to perform the function assigned to it by law…it must,

563 The West African Pilot, “Concentration Camp,” November 2, 1939
564 The West African Pilot, “Prisons Commission,” October 2, 1943.
565 For more information on the life and time of Alexander Paterson, see Ian Brown, “A Commissioner
Calls: Alexander Paterson and Colonial Burma Prisons,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 38
(2007):293-308. Sir Rupert Cross, Punishment, Prison and the Public: An Assessment of Penal Reform in
Twentieth Century by an armchair Penologist (London: Steven & Sons, 1971).
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however, be clear from the onset to all concerned that it is the sentence of imprisonment,
not the treatment accorded in prison, that constitutes the punishment.”566
After arriving in Nigeria, Paterson held meetings with Mabb, the Director of
Prison, and other experienced administrative officers in the Labour, Police and Prisons
Department. He spent a considerable amount of time inspecting government and native
administration prisons located in the Northern and Southern provinces. At each prison,
Paterson conducted interviews with penal officials and gathered information on the
general condition of prisoners. After many weeks of touring the country and obtaining
data, Paterson wrote a lengthy report titled Crime and Its Treatment in Nigeria567 in
which he offered cogent criticisms, called for reform and made recommendations to
improve Nigeria’s penal system. What were the recommendations made by Alexander
Paterson? And what was the fate of his recommendations? How was Paterson’s report
received by officials in London and those in Nigeria? And how did the report affect
prison administration and the penal system as a whole?
In his report, published in February 1944, Paterson observed that compared to
what obtained in other parts of the world, the number of persistent and professional
criminals in Nigeria was not greater than usual. He added that if not for the economic
hardship experienced during the war, most Nigerian youths preferred to work instead of
taking up crime as a career. Paterson, however, raised some alarm about the gradual

566 S.K Ruck, Paterson on Prisons: Being the Collected Papers of Alexander Paterson (London: Frederick
Muller Limited, 1951), 23.
567 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “Crime and Its Treatment in the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria, 19421946.”
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increase in the “number of youths, particularly in the large towns, who commit fresh
crime within few weeks of leaving prison.”568 He warned that if the government failed to
take effective measures to reduce recidivism, in the course of time, crime would increase
at a rapid rate and youths will grow to “form the hardcore of habitual criminals.”569 In
addition, Paterson urged colonial authorities to find an alternative method of dealing with
juvenile crimes instead of serving youths with short sentences, which had no “deterrent
effect and by their brevity afford no opportunity for training.”570 Paterson made the
following recommendations as a means of curbing juvenile delinquency and recidivism:
the control of indiscriminate migration of youths from villages to cities; the building of
hostels in urban centers for delinquents; the establishment of juvenile Courts; the
establishment of additional training schools for delinquents in the Northern and Southern
provinces; and the employment of Social Welfare Officers and Probation Officers.
Paterson unapologetically addressed public and official attitude toward prisons
and prisoners in Nigeria. He noted that the prisons of Nigeria were generally “accepted as
a bad joke and a public convenience.”571 Government officials and members of the public
relied on prison for free labour yet they fail to take the institution “seriously as an
instrument of law pledged to the reduction of crime by the proper treatment of the
offender.”572 He decried the absence of a well rounded and coherent penal policy and
blamed European officials for the lack thereof. Furthermore, he regarded some of the
568 Ibid.
569 Ibid
570 Ibid.
571 Ibid.
572 Ibid.
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cynical and contemptuous opinions held by European officials as baseless. First, he found
no evidence to support the erroneous view that discharged African prisoners were not
stigmatized by members of their community. Second, he regarded as untrue the popular
belief shared by European officials that African prisoners preferred prison environment,
for its food and free lodging, to the bush or village. Paterson urged officials to abandon
cynical notions and establish penal goals aimed at the reformation of the character of
prisoners.
In addition, Paterson wrote on the need for the colonial government to make
considerable changes to penal administration and method of dealing with offenders. He
outlined different suggestions, which he hoped would be adopted immediately after the
war. In his report, he stated: “If the Prisons of Nigeria are at the end of the war to be so
recast as to become effective engines of deterrence and training, the first changes must
start with the administrative machine at headquarters.”573 As a means of strengthening
penal administration, Paterson advised the government to employ sufficient senior
European officers at the headquarters to support the work of the Director. In addition, he
called for the transfer of prison headquarters from Enugu back to Lagos. Furthermore, the
Commissioner suggested the employment of three Inspectors of Prisons who would be
responsible for visiting distant and isolated out-station prisons and reporting back to the
Director of Prisons on the general condition of such prisons.
Paterson’s proposal included a call for the Africanisation of the Prisons
Department and a revision of the system of promotion for African staffs, particularly, the
573 Ibid.
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warder staffs. Mabb received enormous praise from Paterson for being the first European
officer in the whole of West Africa to promote an African to the post of an Assistant
Superintendent of Prisons. He, however, encouraged Mabb to see to it that more Africans
were promoted to superior ranks. In addition, he wanted the abolition of the system of
promotion that overlooked Chief Warders. As indicated earlier, many Africans who
served as Chief Warders were stuck in the same position for many years, even after
working for well over thirty years, they were still denied promotion to superior ranks.
Paterson expressed his disappointment in the crude method of classification
adopted in Nigerian prisons. He wrote: “the classification of prisoners according to the
degree of criminality, in order to prevent contamination, and to provide a different form
of training appropriate to each category, is a fundamental principle of penology, but has
not so far advanced any distance in Nigeria.”574 In an attempt to find solution to the
problem of classification, the Commissioner made the following suggestions: the closure
of the overcrowded Lagos prison and the transfer of its remand and old offenders to Ikoyi
and Lokoja prisons respectively; the erection of a new prison for recidivists to be situated
in Abeokuta; the construction of prison camps in different parts of the country for the
incarceration of different categories of prisoners including women, first offenders, long
term offenders and men serving life sentence; and the transfer of leper prisoners from
small prisons to leper colonies where they could receive adequate treatment and
precautions against contagion could always be observed.

574 Ibid.
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Paterson spoke strongly against the employment of prisoners for light labor
including sweeping, watering flower beds and cutting grass. He stated that “the clearest
indication that prisons are regarded as a convenient pool of free labour is to be found in
the daily employment of able bodied prisoners”575 on light tasks which are largely
unprofitable. Paterson called for the abolition of station gangs based on the belief that it
reduced prison discipline and encouraged flight from prison. In the place of gang labor,
which he regarded as unproductive for prisoners and uneconomical for the government,
the Commissioner encouraged penal officials to introduce a system that engaged
prisoners in rigorous and regular labor. Also, he suggested the employment of a Director
for Employment of Prisoners who would be responsible for organizing prison labor and
ensuring that such labor generated additional and tangible revenue for the prison
department.
Furthermore, Paterson offered suggestions on how the Nigerian government could
effectively reduce its rising prison population. Instead of punishing crimes through prison
sentences, he called for the adoption of other lighter sentencing methods including the
use of the system of probation for treating cases that involved first offenders; the
introduction of the extra-mural system whereby a trivial offender instead of being
confined day and night in a prison, is kept out of prison but is required to give a month’s
free labor to the Government in exchange for a daily prison ration; the appointment of
magistrates for the purpose of treating and deciding cases involving awaiting trial
prisoners; and the payment of fine for minor offences. Paterson was highly critical of
575 Ibid.
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Native Administration prisons. Native Authorities, in his estimation, did not show
themselves capable of administering prisons on modern lines. He therefore suggested that
these prisons should be taken over by the government.
Paterson’s report included other important suggestions worthy of note. For
instance, he stressed the need for the government to involve voluntary organizations and
employ social workers in assisting discharged prisoners. More so, he advised the Director
of Prison to employ Prison Chaplains to instruct prisoners in their chosen and professed
faith. He also suggested the recruitment of teachers to teach illiterate prisoners. In
addition, he urged the Director to introduce physical training programs, mind training
games, see to the proper care of lunatic prisoners, provide adequate and proper
transportation for prisoners and see to the abolition of chaining and flogging and its
replacement with restraining jackets.
How was Paterson’s findings interpreted and received by colonial officials in
London and those in Nigeria? Not all European officials concerned with penal matters
were impressed by Paterson’s findings. In fact many regarded the report as nothing more
than a survey hurriedly produced, at a most unfavourable period, by a man who knew
little or nothing about local conditions in Nigeria. Some administrators thought that
Paterson came to Nigeria with the pre-conceived notion that prisons in Nigeria should be
run on identical lines with those in Europe. Others thought that the timing of the
investigation was not right; the investigation coincided with the period when Nigeria’s
administrative machinery, particularly penal administration, was at its lowest point
mainly because of distraction created during the Second World War. After reading the
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report, the Assistant District Officer of the Ibadan Native Administration stated that the
report contained a number of original ideas, but “spoilt by some glaring inaccuracies and
inconsistencies and by a misplaced attempt at humour.”576
A number of recommendations put forward by the Commissioner received cold
reception from officials in Nigeria. The District officer of Ibadan Northern District, for
instance, pointed out some contradictions inherent in the study. He found it somewhat
shocking that a renowned penal reformer, deeply interested in the rehabilitative work,
would advocate longer sentences, harder work and sterner diet for prisoners. He advised
the government to adopt the suggestion only if they were ready to face enormous pressure
from foreign critics such as the Aboriginal Protection Society. Replying to Paterson’s
suggestion on the need to promote the education of prisoners, the officer stated:
It scarcely seems right that the prisoners should receive
the benefits of education, still almost a privilege in this
country, which are not available to the “less fortunate”
mass of the people. There would be no objection to
literate prisoners doing what they could but for the
present, the efforts of teachers either paid or voluntary
should be concentrated on the more deserving. To provide
education in prisons which is not available elsewhere
would be an incentive to the enjoyment of a prison
sentence. The plight of the youthful murderer does not
tear at the heart strings when one thinks of the thousands
of well behaved youngsters who become labourers at an
early age without any present facilities for learning.577

576 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “District Officer, Ife-Ilesha Division to the Resident Oyo Province,” 28th
August, 1944.
577 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “District Officer, Ibadan Northern District to the Resident Oyo Province,”
5th August, 1944.
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The District Officer of Ife-Ilesha division found some of the recommendations,
especially those related to the classification of prisoners, to be largely impracticable. In
his opinion, establishing prisons for different classes of prisoners meant that the
government would spend more on transportation.578 Some officials did not support the
idea of transferring prisoner lepers to leper colonies. An official, after meeting with the
representatives of the Ogbomoso Leper Settlement, spoke strongly the idea of turning
leper colonies in “prison annexes.”579 The District Officer of the Oyo province, Mr Kerr,
did not see anything wrong with the use of prisoners for light labor such as grass
cutting.580 In addition, the Resident of Oyo Province refused to agree with the call for the
closure of the five native administration prisons in the provinces of Ibadan, Oshogbo,
Oyo, Ife and Ilesha.581
Although European officials were quick to point out loopholes in Paterson’s
report, they did not fail to praise the commissioner for offering some suggestions, which
they considered reasonable and practicable. Some of the points agreeable to officials
included the following: the proper care of juvenile offenders; more frequent inspection of
prisons particularly native administration prisons; improvement in the general standard of
prison warders; the provision of rehabilitative schemes for prisoners; increase in the

578 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “District Officer, Ife-Ilesha Division to the Resident Oyo Province,” 28th
August, 1944.
579 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “Acting District Officer, Ibadan Division to the Resident Oyo Province,”
31st August, 1944.
580 NAI, NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “Resident Oyo Province to the Secretary Western Province Ibadan: A
Report to His Excellency the Governor of Nigeria on Crime and its Treatment in the Colony and the
Protectorate,” 11th September, 1944.
581 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “Resident Oyo Province to the Secretary Western Provinces: Crime and Its
Treatment in Nigeria,” 17th December 1945.
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number of senior prison administrative staff; the establishment of training school for
prison staffs; the closure of small and inefficient native administration prisons; and the
establishment of aid for discharged prisoners.
Paterson’s report, in spite of the criticisms it attracted, positively affected penal
administration in Nigeria in the post-war period. Not only did the report initiate reform,
it supplied useful information to colonial officials in London, particularly those
concerned with penal matters in British West African Colonies. After the report was
published, the Colonial Penal Sub-Committee of the Colonial Social Welfare Advisory
Committee582 advised the Nigerian government to take concrete measures in regard to the
treatment of young offenders. They also advised the colonial government to increase
Senior and Inspection Staff of the Prison department, close Lagos Prison and provide
special accommodation for prisoners serving life sentences, particularly female
prisoners.583 Furthermore, the Committee asked penal administrators (especially the
Director of Prisons) in Nigeria to submit a scheme for the Post-War development of
Prisons and Prison Administration in Nigeria.
It is not surprising that penal authorities in London requested for a post war
scheme for the Prisons department. Long before this request was made, officials in the
Colonial Office in London were already considering and organizing post war
development plans for British colonies in West Africa and elsewhere. In the case of

582 Alexander Paterson served on this committee. For more information see Annual Report on the
Administration of the Prisons Department, Nigeria, for the Year 1943.
583 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4113, “Secretary Western Province to the Colonial Office: Confidential,” 26th
September 1945.
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Nigeria, the plan included granting Nigerian nationalist some form of concession. In
addition, it included the provision and expansion of welfare and social services to tackle
different problems such as infantile mortality, juvenile delinquency, infectious diseases,
malnutrition, overcrowding in urban centers, sleeping sickness, malaria, irregular water
supply and lots more.584

Robert Dolan on Post War Policy and Penal Reform, 1945-1955
The post war penal development scheme requested by officials in London did not
emerge until July 1946 when Robert Dolan became the Director of Prison.585 Dolan came
to Nigeria with a wealth of experience behind him. His career in penal administration
started when he took up appointment as the Superintendent of Prison in Trinidad (1930).
He served in the same capacity in Sierra Leone and Tanzania from 1936-1943 before he
was appointed as the Director of Prisons for the Gold Coast.586 Dolan introduced several
innovative schemes when he served as the Director of Prison service in the Gold Coast.
One such was a visitation scheme that allowed relatives of long term prisoners to visit the
prisons at Government expense.587 After arriving in Nigeria, Dolan drew up a ten year
development plan which aimed at the re-organization and reformation of Nigeria’s penal
584 NAI, OYO PROF 1/4108, “Resident Oyo Province to the Secretary Western Provinces: Social Welfare
in the Colony and Protectorate,” 16th August 1944. The West African Pilot, “Welfare Work in Nigeria,”
October 18 1941.The West African Pilot, “Post-War Projects and Schemes,” November 1, 1943.
585 In 1945 Colonel Mabb took a long leave and eventually retired on March 20 1946. Two European
Officers, Vernon and Brittain Long, served as Acting Directors until Robert Dolan was officially
announced as the new Director of the Nigerian Prison Service. CRL, Annual Report on the Administration
of the Prisons Department, Nigeria, for the Year 1946.
586 Adewale, “Prison Administration in Nigeria,” 75.
587 NAI, Comcol 1/463, “Meetings of the Second Conference of Heads of Prisons Department in West
Africa,” 15th-18th April, 1946.
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system.588 Throughout the course of his career in Nigeria, he strove to implement
reformative schemes. It is imperative at this point to consider some of reformative
schemes Dolan introduced and implemented throughout the course of his career in
Nigeria.
Dolan took concrete measures to encourage the classification of prisoners in
convict, provincial and divisional prisons. In 1947, he declared classification a prison
policy. The separation of prisoners on the basis of crime, sex, gender, age and training
needs worked to some extent in large convict prisons. In such prisons, first time offenders
were separated from recidivist and long term prisoners. Dolan encouraged administrators
of convict prisons to pay particular attention to sleeping arrangement for female
prisoners. Hitherto penal officers confined female prisoners in solitary confinement cells
mainly because of their small numbers. Dolan mandated that all women serving
sentences over three months be confined only in large convict prisons.589 In other
prisons, especially native administration prisons, where structural difficulties made
classification an impossible goal, Dolan called for the nightly separation of first offenders
from recidivists.590
Dolan implemented some of the recommendations put forward by Alexander
Paterson. For instance, he moved the headquarters of the prisons department from Enugu

588 During the course of my field research in Nigeria, I could not locate the document containing Dolan’s
Ten Year Development plan, however, his plans were also laid out in the Annual Report of the Prisons
Department. These reports also contained information on how his plans were implemented in different
prisons located in both the Northern and Southern provinces.
589 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department, 1946.
590 Ibid.
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to Lagos in order to facilitate better communication with the colonial administrative
secretariat and other civil establishments. Also, Dolan upgraded penal administration by
recruiting Europeans to fill upper cadre positions left vacant during the war years. In
1947, for example, five senior officers were transferred at Dolan’s request from the
United Kingdom Prison Service to Nigeria. In the same year, Dolan appointed two
European officers to head the Inspectoral branch of the department.591 In 1948, he
employed a European officer from the Colliery as a prison technical instructor.592
Apart from increasing the number of senior service staffs, Dolan turned his
attention to subordinate staffs, especially warder staffs. In 1946, he stated:
It is essential that if the standard of prison administration
in this country is to be improved, it is very necessary that
a better type of warder than had hitherto been employed
should be recruited. The whole level of honesty and
efficiency must be raised.593
To attract the right kind of recruits, Dolan raised recruitment standards. Recruits could
only qualify for prison job if they held a standard five or over certificate of education and
were five feet ten inches tall with a good physique. Ex-veterans received special
consideration; their applications were considered before those of non-veterans. Dolan
raised recruitment standards in other to discourage ex-cooks, houseboys and illiterates
who hitherto had served as warders and prison guards.594

591 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1947.
592 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1948.
593 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1946.
594 NAI, Comcol 1/463, “Robert Dolan to Prison Superintendents: Nigeria Warders Training Depot,” 10th
July 1947.
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To increase the efficiency of warders, Dolan converted the old Industrial school
situated at Enugu into training depot for recruit warders. The school opened its doors on
1st July 1947. About seventy warders and twenty wardresses enrolled and received
training in different courses.595 In a report, Dolan expressed his faith in the training
scheme, which he described “as a most important advance in Nigerian prison
administration.”596 Dolan did not ignore warders in service. He reduced their work hours
from ten and half to eight and a half hours.597 Also, in an attempt to reduce the number
and frequency of resignation, he introduced attractive packages such as lodging
allowances, allowances for special duties, issue of uniforms, issue of books and puttees
and good conduct pay.
Dolan’s ten year development plan included a scheme for the re-organization of
prison labor, however, not along the lines laid down by Paterson but based on a strong
belief in the reformative power of labor. Dolan did not subscribe to the view that called
for the adoption of sterner discipline, reduced diet and rigorous labor in prisons. In fact,
he continued to make prisoners available for light labor tasks such as cooking, sweeping,
scavenging and gardening. This form of labor was regarded as unskilled labor. Prisoners
were also recruited for industrial labor, employed on prison manufacture and unskilled
labor which involved tasks such as quarrying, road-making and gang labor.
595 Courses taught at the institution included the following: pay and condition of service; the prison
system; appeals and petitions; prison visitor and visiting committees; store and store keeping; searching of
prisoners; medical aspects of prison administration; colonial regulations and general orders; the role of the
Prison warder; security in prison; admissions; escort duties; courts of justice; classification; the approved
school; earning scheme; management of condemned prisoners; and the responsibilities of Aftercare
Officers. See, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1948.
596 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1947.
597 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1950-51.
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As part of his effort to re-organize prison labor, Dolan introduced an earning
scheme, which allowed for the payment of nominal wages to selected long term
prisoners. The scheme created in June 1947 aimed at encouraging good conduct and
industry in prisons. It was created with the intent to give long term prisoners some ray of
hope. The significance of the scheme lies in the fact it represented the first genuine
attempt, with the exception of the short lived Cross River rubber tapping scheme, on the
part of penal authorities to provide remuneration to prisoners for their labor. Dolan laid
out the conditions for employment and payments as follows:
1. Long sentence first offenders who have actually completed two years of their
sentences may earn the sum of two shillings per month.
2.

Participants will be permitted to spend half their monthly earnings on small
articles of comfort, including the purchase of pipes, tobacco, cigarettes and snuff.

3. The times and places for smoking will be prescribed by the officer in charge of
the prison.
4. Prisoners, will not, as a general rule, be permitted to smoke within the precincts of
the prison.
5. Wage earners will be permitted to gather in association between 5 and 6pm.
6. At the end of each month, two shillings will be given to each prisoner…and one
shilling will afterwards be collected and placed into a savings box which bears the
prisoner’s name.
7. Small canteens will be established in the Convict’s Prisons for the sale of
approved articles.
8. Tradesmen, and other persons whose tasks can be measured, must work just a
little harder than they did before, and those whose tasks cannot be measured must
work hard and well if they wish to continue as wage earners.
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One of the most important reformative schemes implemented during Dolan’s
administration involved the care of discharged prisoners. In the past, prison authorities
paid little attention to the plight of discharged prisoners who upon release from prison
had no resources to fall back on. Discharged prisoners left prison with little assistance,
with no funds and without gainful employment needed to maintain a crime-free lifestyle.
Aid offered to prisoners by prison authorities did not go beyond escort to bus or railway
stations. In 1941, a group of educated elites led by Ademola Alakija formed a Prisoners’
Discharged Aid Society in Lagos with the intent to render assistance and facilitate the
rehabilitation of deserving discharged prisoners.598 Unfortunately, the organization died a
natural death599 mainly because it failed to receive any measure of financial countenance
and support from the government and members of the public.
Dolan thought that it was far better for the department to appoint after care
officers from among prison staffs. Prison officers, as Dolan argued, by reason of their
occupation, had free access to all the prisoners unlike voluntary workers who could
“seldom spare more than a few hours a week in the prisons, and cannot be expected to
detect or recognize the natural rogues who live both inside and outside of the prison by
their wits.”600 In 1947, an officer care unit was established as part of the prison
department. Three prison officers were appointed to serve as after care officers. They
598 The West African Pilot, “Committee Is Formed to Help Work of Prisoners Aid Fund,” April 18 1941.
NAI Oyo Prof 1/4108, “G.H Hall to the Officer Administering the Government of Nigeria: Circular,” 11th
April 1946.
599 The organization was revived in 1956 by the social welfare department with the cooperation of the
Prison department and some willing voluntary workers. Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders,
1955-56.
600 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1948.
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were charged with the following responsibilities: fine collection, bailing of unconvicted
prisoners, repatriation of prisoners, assigning industrial tools to deserving prisoners,
offering financial aid, issuing warrants, interviewing prisoners before and after discharge
and performing disciplinary duties. In the first few years of existence, the after care unit
achieved great feats. It catered to the needs of discharged prisoners. Prison records show
that the first prisoner to benefit from the after-care scheme was a long term prisoner with
leprosy. He was offered a sum of six pounds, which he used to purchase a land in the
vicinity of a leper settlement.601 Between 1947 and 1948, Dolan employed additional
after care officers who catered to the needs of prisoners in convict prisons at PortHarcourt, Calabar, Lagos, Enugu and Kaduna.
Dolan introduced some other important scheme in the attempt to rehabilitate
prisoners. For instance, he introduced an educational program to prisons in 1947. Many
European officials, as earlier stated, opposed this measure on the grounds that criminals
were undeserving of such a great benefit. Also, they argued that in Nigeria, about eighty
percent of prisoners served short sentences. Thus, introducing educational courses would
only amount to a sheer waste of valuable time and resources. In spite of criticism, Dolan
was convinced that many of the young criminals confined in prisons showed great
interest in academic and vocational training. Thus, he committed himself wholeheartedly
to his vision, which included the introduction of educational classes and the
establishment of libraries in all convict prisons. He held discussions with officers of the
educational department, welfare department and International agencies such as the United
601 CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1946.
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States Information Service and the British Council with the intent to raise resources in
support of prisoners’ education. In 1949 an educational program was introduced to all
convict prisons and the prison department successfully received about 6,000 books from
different donors.602 The educational program initiated in convict prisons included several
recreational activities such as football matches, cinema shows and leisure games.603
Unfortunately, the educational scheme was not extended to prisoners in out-stations
prisons.
Apart from promoting formal education, Dolan encouraged religious instruction
in Nigerian prisons. He commended the effort of several missionary societies and
voluntary religious organizations who had long served the spiritual needs of prisoners.
However, he stressed for the need to employ prison chaplains. In his report, he stated:
It is perfectly obvious to all of us in the prison service that
the degree of success attained has necessarily varied with
the interest and enthusiasm shown by these voluntary
workers which in many cases have been small. We need,
particularly, in the convict prisons, official chaplains, who
would, to all intents and purposes, be members of the
prison department. They would make the services fresh
and interesting, advice the Superintendents on all matters
concerned with their charges, and even take some part in
the educational scheme of things.604
In 1947 five chaplains representing the principal Christian denominations were
employed and allowed to work with prisoners in convict prisons. These paid prison
chaplains held special sessions with special case prisoners such as condemned prisoners,

602 Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1949-50.
603 Ibid.
604CRL, Annual Report on the Administration of the Prisons Department Nigeria, 1946.
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juveniles and women. Apart from Christians, Muslim clerics and Imams served the
spiritual needs of Muslim prisoners. Dolan discouraged sectarianism by disallowing
prison officials from forcing prisoners to take part in religious services.605 In 1955, Dolan
commented that prison chaplain added value to the prison department as they helped
“prisoners get through their sentences and to accept their plight philosophically, to
strengthen their will to avoid crime in the future, and to face the problems of the civil life
on their discharge.”606
It is important to note here that Dolan gave special attention to the training and
treatment of women prisoners in colonial prisons throughout the course of his career in
Nigeria.607 He stated in his report that, owing to the small number admitted, female
prisoners suffered more than men. Consequently, he proposed that all women serving
sentences over three months be confined in large convict prisons. Furthermore, in an
effort to alleviate the plight of female prisoners, he recruited over forty educated women
to serve as prison wardresses. This represented a significant break from the past.
Formerly all female employees in the prison department were mostly stark illiterates. In
addition, Dolan placed the newly recruited wardresses on permanent appointments. Thus,
for the first time female employees in the prison department could rise through the grades

605 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1951-52.
606 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1955-56
607 It is likely that his interest in the condition of female prisoners was stimulated by the Treatment of
Offender Committee in the Colonial Office. From the mid 1940s, this committee regularly requested for
information from Director of Prisons in British colonies on the general well being of female prisoners.
NAI, Oshun Div 1/1155/4, Treatment of Women Prisoners.
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up to the rank of senior wardress.608 In convict prisons, wardresses worked closely with
social welfare officers and provided instructions to female prisoners on topics such as
hygiene and domestic science. In smaller prisons, financial provision was made for the
appointment of temporary female employees (often wives of warders) to attend to female
prisoners before they were transferred to large convict prisons.609
Dolan’s reformative work covered the administration of Native authority prisons.
During the Second World War, most outstation prisons were not regularly inspected. As a
result, administrative standard and living conditions deteriorated in these prisons. To
raise administrative standard, Dolan arranged for regular inspection of prison in both the
Northern and Southern provinces. In 1946, he recruited two prison staffs to serve as
Inspectors, instructing them to pay attention to matters such as classification,
accommodation, rations, warrant of commitment, adjudications, punishments, health and
clothing in native administration prisons. In 1948 two additional Inspectors were
employed. Reportedly, these inspectors covered approximately 15,000 miles by air, road,
river and rail to examine many outstation prisons.
Between 1949 and 1950, Dolan introduced a system whereby members of the
judiciary could freely inspect prisons at regular intervals.610 He also visited many native
authority prisons when he had the chance. Furthermore, Dolan encouraged native
authorities to consider handling over their prisons to the government. Since the

608 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1948.
609 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1950-1951.
610 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1953-54.
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publication of the Phillipson Report in 1946,611 government officials held several
discussions with representatives of native authorities on the possibility of the central
government taking over control of native authority prisons. To complement earlier efforts
by colonial officials, Dolan asked his officers to investigate and submit reports on the
possibility of taking over outstation prisons at Oyo, Ibadan, Ife, Oshogbo, Ilesha and
Ijebu Ode. In 1951, under his guidance, the Prison Department successfully took over the
control of outstation prisons located at Abeokuta and Ilaro. 612
Dolan’s reformative scheme put a strong emphasis on the management and
treatment of juveniles in Nigeria. Before he wrote his report, the colonial government had
already created new administrative and judicial machinery613 to attend to the problem of
juvenile delinquency in the country.614 On the recommendation of the Child and Welfare
Committee in London, a welfare Officer, Donald Faulkner was appointed and a Social
Welfare department was established in Lagos. In addition, under the Children and Young
Person’s Ordinance, new juvenile courts were established to treat cases involving young
offenders. The newly created Welfare department established different reformatory
schools for juveniles. The Old Enugu Industrial home, created in the 1930s, however,
611Sir Sydney Phillipson, Report on the Administrative and Financial Procedure under the New
Constitution: Financial Relations between the Government of Nigeria and the Native Administrations
(Lagos: Government Printer, 1946).
612 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1951-52; CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment
of Offenders, 1953-54.
613 Laurent Fourchard, “Lagos and the Invention of Juvenile Delinquency in Nigeria, 1920-60,” The
Journal of African History, 47 (2006): 115-137.
614 Educated elites also contributed their quota to the social welfare of juveniles. In 1942, educated elites
in Lagos opened the Green Triangle Hostel for juvenile orphans and destitute. The West African Pilot,
“The Green Triangle Hostel,” July 10, 1941. The West African Pilot, “The Green Triangle Hostel,” March
20, 1942. The West African Pilot, “Green Triangle Hostel for Orphans will be Opened This Evening,” May
16, 1942.
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was left in the care of the Director of Prison. Dolan extended accommodation for
juveniles under his care by the establishment of a new school branch for the Enugu
Industrial School.615 In addition, he created a small Borstal Institution in the Port
Harcourt prison for the admission of incorrigible boys from the Enugu Industrial Home.
Thus far, we have examined some of the significant schemes and policies created
and implemented by Robert Dolan, the Director of Nigerian prisons. Other important
reformative schemes of the period includes the provision of financial assistance to the
family of prisoners who were interested in visiting their relatives in prison; improved
medical facilities for prisoners;616 and the establishment of a new prison camp (Kakuri
Prison) in Northern Nigeria. Dolan’s immense contribution to the development of the
penal system cannot be overemphasized. He shifted the goal of penal confinement from
punishment and retribution to reformation and rehabilitation.

The Limits of Reform
To provide a balanced assessment, it is crucial to point out some of the limitations
of Dolan’s reform. First, penal reform was hampered by the cynical attitude and criticism
of European officers. A number of European officials regarded reformative schemes such
as the establishment of libraries and official after care activities with suspicion. They
were quick to point out to Dolan that he was giving offenders a high level of comfort

615 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1950-51.
616 Starting from 1946, prisoners with venereal diseases were treated with sulphonamide drugs. Leprous
prisoners, in the early stages also received regular injections of hydnocarpus oil. CRL, Annual Report on
the Administration of the Prisons Department, Nigeria, for the Year 1946.
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which some hard working citizens did not enjoy.617 Second, some age-long penal
administrative problems were way beyond Dolan’s control. One such problem was the
treatment and management of unconvicted prisoners (awaiting trial prisoners). Dolan
admitted in a prison report “that the existing arrangement for the custody of unconvicted
persons” was “among the least satisfactory features of our prison administration.”618
Unfortunately, this problem continues to hamper penal development in Nigeria till date.
Awaiting trial prisoners ended up in colonial prisons in the first instance because of the
ineffectiveness of the colonial legal apparatus. Courts delayed trial dates for many
months and sometimes a prisoner could spend many years in prison just because his case
was still under police investigation. Dolan acknowledged the complexity of the problem
when he stated: “major improvement could have been effected if only the government
had pressed on the attention of the court the objections to the prolonged detention of
untried prisoners in prison, and insist on the speedy disposal of charges.”619
The treatment and management of lunatics was also another problem which could
not have been solved singlehandedly by penal authorities. In the mid 1940’s most of the
lunatic asylums in the country were overcrowded. The Medical department did not make
adequate provision for the treatment and management of civil and criminal lunatics. It
was not until when Dr H.C.D Carothers, a consultant psychiatrist to the Colonial

617 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1950-51.
618 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1948.
619 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1950-51.
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Secretary visited Nigeria in 1956 that the problem of lunatic prisoners was properly
addressed by the colonial government.620
Dolan introduced reforms at a time when colonial authorities showed an
unwillingness to spend money. Many of the reformative schemes did not see the light of
day due to the unwillingness on the part of the colonial government to allocate sufficient
funds. The prison department did not receive any substantial monetary allocation from
the government until 1956 when an economic programme was created for the whole
country. Unfortunately, funds allocated were grossly inadequate for building additional
prisons, upgrading infrastructures and tackling major administrative problems.621 Many
of the inherent weakness of penal administration in Southern Nigeria caught the attention
of the educated especially the nationalist press. The next section discusses some of the
ways the nationalist press presented and analyzed the failures and limitations of the
colonial penal system.

Colonial Prison in the Press
Previous scholarship on the Nigerian prison failed to explore discussions about
the colonial penal system in the print media, particularly in newspapers. Newspapers (as
well as other forms of media such as magazines and films) provide a lens for approaching
the colonial prison from a non-official view point. They reveal information about policy

620 Carothers recommended that “all persons found insane, whether civilly or criminally, should be housed
in medical institutions…and Prison lunatic asylums must not continue to be used for the indefinitely
prolonged accommodation of either civil or criminal insane. Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders,
1956-1957.
621 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1955-56.
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issues and controversies not from the perspective of European officials who often doctor
their reports, but from the view point of keen independent observers. In the period after
the Second World War, the penal system came under constant scrutiny in the Nigerian
press. The objective here is to fill the existing gap in the historiography by looking
closely at different penal issues raised and discussed in Nigerian newspapers from 1941
to 1954.
Before 1938, the Nigerian press hardly covered stories about the colonial prison.
Other than the occasional reports about crime and review of annual reports produced by
the heads of the Prison department, journalist paid little or no attention to penal issues.
However, a change occurred in the 1940s. During this period journalists began to focus
more on developments within the prison system. The focus-shift can be attributed to the
following: first, the 1940s witnessed the rise of newspapers owned and controlled by
nationalists. Nnamdi Azikwe, for instance, founded the West African Pilot in Lagos and a
chain of other newspapers such as the Eastern Nigerian Guardian, the Daily Comet, the
Nigerian Spokesman and the Southern Nigerian Defender. Journalists affiliated to the
nationalist press saw themselves as militant writers. They committed wholeheartedly to
the task of bringing an end to colonial rule. Many of these journalists, more often than
not, commented on the workings of colonial penal system. Second, journalists showed
increased interest in the penal system mainly because they received a heavy flow of
information from prison staffs, especially from representatives of the Prisoners’ Welfare
Board who felt marginalized and ignored by the Director of Prison. Third, from the mid
1940s, the colonial government began to incarcerate journalists for publishing seditious
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materials that incited the public against colonial authorities. By reason of their jail
experience, many of these journalists became interested in penal issues.
What were the main penal issues covered in Nigerian newspapers in the period
under review? The West African Pilot, more than any other newspaper reported on penal
developments in Nigeria. One of the main issues covered in this newspaper concerned the
plight of warder staffs of the prison department. Since warders were precluded from
running or forming trade unions, they made their grievances and demands known through
the platform provided by nationalist press. The West African Pilot buttressed the
importance of warder staffs to the operation of the prison department, claiming that like
the Police, they constituted a major force and important to be reckoned with in colonial
administration.622 In 1948 a reporter stated:
“Warders are public servants, and they are doing a social
service that must continue as long as undesirables must be
kept in custody to be given hard lessons. It is imperative
for us, therefore, to regard these men not as prisoners but
as a people doing an important job. That means their work
should be interesting and their economic life made secure
and pleasant.”623
Prison Warders used the platform provided to express their grievances about the
following issues: squalid housing conditions, low salary as compared with the amount
received by members of the police force, long hours of work, limited prospect of
promotion, bad condition of service, unfair treatment by senior staffs and discriminatory

622 The West African Pilot, “Prison Warders’ Uniforms,” February 3, 1939. The West African Pilot,
“Prisons Warders,” October 10, 1939.
623 The West African Pilot, “The Lot of Prison Warders,” April 13, 1948.
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practices.624 More importantly, prison warders used newspapers as a channel to point out
inaccuracies in reports written by senior penal administrators. In 1949 when the Director
of Prison reported that warders received salaries on the same scale as police officers.
Warders quickly offered journalist information to counter the Director’s report. In 1949
warders exposed Dolan’s plan to replace politically conscious warders labeled as
‘agitators’ in the Lagos prison with “illiterate, innocent and easy going Northerners.”625
In other to shake up warders cum activists, Dolan planned to transfer them to the
Northern provinces where their voices and opinions would carry no weight.
Apart from supporting warders, the militant press decried human rights and
unjust practices perpetrated by penal officials.626 For instance, they opposed the use of
physical punishment in prisons and public schools. In 1950 a writer for the West African
Pilot stated that “the ruthless application of corporal punishment whether in the prison
ward or in the schoolroom is seriously objectionable in our days.”627 Journalists published
accounts on the indiscriminate use of physical punishment on prisoners. A writer for the
Southern Nigerian Defender condemned the physical brutalization of inmates in colonial
prisons, particularly in those located in Eastern provinces.628 In 1950, the West African

624 The West African Pilot, “Prison Warders’ Uniforms,” February 3, 1939. The West African Pilot,
“Prison Warders,” October 10, 1939. The West African Pilot, “Warders in Civil Service,” November 21,
1941. The West African Pilot, “Warders Suffer in Silence,” September 22, 1949. The West African Pilot,
“The Lot of Prison Warders,” April 13, 1948.The West African Pilot, “Prison Warders Housing,” May 14,
1948. The West African Pilot, “Our Prison Warders,” September 22, 1941.
625 The West African Pilot, “Transfers in Lagos Prisons?” November 22, 1949. Dolan labeled politically
conscious warders as “agitators.” See Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1949-1950.
626 The Southerner Nigeria Defender, August 25, 1943.
627 The West African Pilot, “Corporal Punishment,” May 27, 1950.
628 The West African Pilot, “Flogging Provincial Prisoners,” July 7, 1949.
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Pilot reported on how prison officials in Lagos convict prison displayed “their
understanding of strict discipline by the amount of cruelty” they exerted on prisoners.629
Apart from reports focusing on the use of corporal punishment, the militant press
objected to racial discrimination630 and human rights abuses in prisons. They opposed the
ill treatment of African prisoners and the special treatment accorded to white prisoners.631
European prisoners were granted special privileges such as special diet and clothing
while their African counterparts were subjected to different forms of oppression. Militant
journalists were particularly opposed to the gross abuse of the rights of awaiting trial
prisoners.632 A reporter complained about the rise of the number of people locked in
prison before trial. He referred to the practice as a contravention of legal norms.633 In
1946, another journalist wrote about how police men in Aba province compelled certain
accused persons to either plead guilty or remain locked in prison for a period not less than
three months.634
Several local newspapers touched on some of the problems that hampered the
development of the prison system. During the war years, the Nigerian Daily Times, the
Daily Comet and the West African Pilot reported on high recidivism rate in government,
629 The West African Pilot, “Prison Reform in Nigeria,” August 11, 1950
630 During the colonial period, most European prisoners were transferred to prisons in Britain. Those who
were not transferred to London were confined at the convict prison in Lagos. Several laws were bent to
favor European prisoners. For instance, the practice allowed by law was for an offender to go for trial in the
district of judicial division where he/she commits an offence. Thus, if an offender committed an offence in
say Ondo district, he was to be tried in that district. This rule was not applied to Europeans; their cases
were always tried in Lagos. NAI, Ijebu Prof I, Matters Concerning (Government) Prison.
631 The West African Pilot, “Discrimination in Jail,” July 15, 1949.
632 Awaiting trial prisoners can be classified as accused persons who were yet to be tried by a court.
633 The West African Pilot, “Confinement before Trial,” September 18, 1950
634 The West African Pilot, “Handling of Prisoners at Aba,” September 6, 1946. The West African Pilot,
“Locking Up Accused Persons,” June 10, 1943.
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provincial and native administration prisons.635 In 1946, a reporter linked the high
number of habitual prisoners in the country to the inefficiency of penal administrators.636
Apart from penal problems and corporal punishment, local dailies also reported on crime
and debunked several Eurocentric notions on Africans and African criminality. A writer
for the Nigerian Daily Times, taking note of penal developments in South Africa,
commented in an article that Africans are inherently as law abiding as Europeans. He
blamed the prison system not only in Nigeria but in other British colonies for branding
Africans as possessing the innate tendency to commit crime.”637
Newspaper editors printed and published letters written by prisoners. By doing so,
they accorded some form of agency to prisoners and provided an insider’s view
(subaltern perspective) into the workings of the penal system. On August 11 1950, a local
newspaper featured a story written by an inmate in the Lagos convict prison. This story is
significant because it shows the limitations of the Dolan reforms. The inmate wrote with
the intent to expose the general condition of prisoners. He stated that convicted persons
sent to the Lagos convict prison were kept “under rigorous discipline unbearable to
humans.” He added that prisoners were “given uniforms and forced to scrape their heads
bare” whether they wished it or not. Also, he noted the preferential treatment accorded to
white prisoners; non African prisoners received better diet while their African
counterparts were fed ‘epa’ soup and eba every day and night. He wrote: “Africans are no

635 The West African Pilot, “The Habitual Prisoner,” April 18, 1941.The West African Pilot, “Recidivism
in Nigeria,” October 5 1939. The Nigerian Daily Times, “Recidivism in Nigeria,” April 27, 1941.
636 The Daily Comet, “Our Penal System,” May 23, 1946.
637 The West African Pilot, “Africans & Crime,” October 27, 1943.
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monkeys and apes as most of white Negrophobists think and say. We are now in the
twentieth world and equality of men irrespective of color or race must be respected.”638
The militant press, on different occasions, criticized agents of colonial rule
including Europeans and native authorities for using the colonial prison as a tool for
repressing local opposition. In 1949, for instance, the West African Pilot condemned the
Ijebu Remo Native Administration for sending about thirty women to prison because they
refused to pay tax.639 In addition, the militant press showed a great deal of interest in the
case of imprisoned nationalists. This is not surprising because many of the nationalists
who were incarcerated for opposing colonial rule were journalists.

The Imperial Penitentiary College: Nationalists in Colonial Prison
This study has shown that the colonial prison served two important purposes: first
it served as an institution used by the colonial state to maintain law and order. Prisons
established in different parts of Nigeria were used as sites for deterring and incapacitating
undesirables who threatened the colonial order. Second, the colonial prison functioned as
an instrument of power used to quell political dissidents and silence oppositional forces.
After Second World War, the colonial prison increasingly served a repressive function;
colonial authorities incarcerated many nationalists who called for the termination of

638 The West African Pilot, “A Convict’s Lamentation,” August 11, 1950.
639 The Daily Service, “69 Egba Women Alleged Goaled for Tax Default: Remo Native Administration
Extends Claim to Egba Territory,” January 21, 1949. The West African Pilot, “Women of Orile-Oko Are
Goaled before Trial: Government Spokesman denies that Akarigbo was Biased,” January 22, 1949.
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colonial rule and demanded for self rule. Before detailing the experience of nationalists, it
is crucial to briefly explore the history of Nigerian nationalism.
The history of Nigerian nationalism dates back to the period before the Second
World War. Its origin has been traced back to the pacification era, a period when many
local leaders resisted the agents of imperial rule. Unfortunately, this early expression of
nationalism did not last long mainly because European officials did all within their means
to impose colonial rule. A new form of nationalism, however, developed in Nigeria
before the First World War. The nationalists of this era comprised mostly of educated
elites who settled in Lagos as migrants. These elites developed a strand of nationalism
that identified with ideas and organizations that called for the emancipation of blacks.
They drew inspiration from the writings and speeches of Marcus Garvey; supported panAfricanist organizations such as the West African National Congress, the National
Congress of British West Africa and the Universal Negro Improvement Association.
Nigerian nationalists did not limit their activities to Lagos alone. They liaised and formed
associations with Africans from different parts of the world. For instance, Ladipo Solanke
with other African students in London formed the West African Students’ Union in 1925
with the intent to disseminate information about Africa and Africans.
The form of nationalism that developed in Nigeria in the 1920s sought for reform
within the colonial system. Herbert Macaulay, the most outspoken nationalist at that time,
formed the Nigerian National Democratic Party with the intent to achieve local self
government for Lagos, introduce compulsory education for primary school students,
encourage non-discriminatory economic enterprise and bring about the Africanization of
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the civil service.640 Also, a group of politically conscious Nigerians came together in
1912 to form the first trade union in Nigeria. The union, which later became known as the
Nigerian Civil Service Union, demanded for economic relief and wage bonus for all
Nigerian workers during the First World War.
In the 1930s, nationalism expanded on a full scale in Nigeria. This development
is attributable to a number of significant factors: first, a new generation of educated elites
emerged in Nigeria. These men and women were educated and well travelled; many of
them earned higher education degrees within and outside Nigeria. Nnamdi Azikwe, for
instance, returned to Nigeria in 1937 after studying in the United States for nine years and
serving as newspaper editor in the Gold Coast for another three years. Within weeks of
returning home, Zik founded the West African Pilot and established several newspaper
outfits including the Eastern Nigerian Guardian, the Nigerian Spokesman, the Daily
Comet and the Southern Nigerian Defender. Zik used his newspaper to champion the
nationalist cause.641 In addition, Zik employed a number of educated youths who
committed themselves to the nationalist cause.
Second, the economic hardship which commenced before and continued after the
Second World War made nationalists more vocal. During the war, as indicated earlier,
colonial officials took economic measures that drove many Nigerians into penury.
Gabriel Olusanya argued that nationalists were particularly ticked off by discriminatory

640 Richard Sklar, Nigerian Political Parties: Power in an Emergent African Nation (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1963), 46.
641 Ibid, 48-52.
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policies sanctioned by Europeans which alienated Nigerians.642 Many educated elites with
good qualifications, for instance, were denied jobs and promotion just because of the
color of their skin. Some of them found themselves working as subordinates to under
qualified Europeans. Nationalists demanded for an end to racial discrimination, the
Africanization of the senior level of the Civil Service, political reforms and the expansion
of social service.
To achieve their aim, nationalists began to organize, forming political
organizations, cooperative societies, local self help groups, pan tribal organizations and
labor unions. Examples of cooperative and labor unions that emerged include the
Nigerian Union of Teachers and the Railway Workers Union. Examples of local self help
groups include Lagos Women’s League and Abeokuta Ladies’ Club. Examples of some
of the important political organizations include the National Youth Movement. This
organization emerged as the foremost political party in the 1930s. It was founded by
Ernest Ikoli, Samuel Akinsanya, Dr J.C. Vaughan and H.O. Davies with the intent to
achieve Nigeria’s complete autonomy within the British Empire. In 1936 the organization
was renamed as the Nigerian Youth Movement. Two years after, it changed face and
became recognized as a pan Nigerian political organization. The movement spread from
Lagos to different parts of Nigeria including Ibadan, Ijebu-Ode, Warri, Benin City,
Calabar, Jos, Kaduna and Kano. Another important political organization was formed in
1944 by members of the Nigerian Union of Students with the intent to attain self
government for Nigeria. This organization, which later became known, as the National
642 Olusanya, The Second World War and Politics in Nigeria, 101-102.
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Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, gained the support of different organizations
including trade unions, political, professional associations, market women associations
and lots more.
The 1940s witnessed the rise of radical nationalism in Nigeria. It is crucial to
pause here to highlight some major events that provided the context in which fire-brand
nationalism evolved in Nigeria. First, in 1947 NCNC delegates travelled to London to
protest against the Richards Constitution and certain obnoxious bills. The Secretary of
State for Colonies failed to heed to their demands and told them to return home. Second,
in the mid 1940s, frontline political parties such as the NYM, NCNC and the NNDP were
already split along ethnic lines. All these parties failed to form a united front against
colonial authorities due to the unending ethnic rivalry, internal factions, bickering and
bitter contest for power among party leaders. Young nationalists grew impatient over
inactivity on the part of their party leaders. Thus, they began to talk about the need to
organize for change. Third, the economic situation in the country did not improve after
the war ended. Consumer goods remained expensive and the high price of goods
impoverished many Nigerians. Unemployment increased to record level. Nigerians who
served in the military during the Second World War returned home only to face the
reality of unemployment. It did not take long before they began to organize and call for
change.
The Zikist Movement was the most radical group to emerge in the 1940s. The
organization was formed in February 1946 by a number of young urban based educated
youths led by Kola Balogun. These youths wanted to infuse a radical orientation into the
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struggle and extol the virtues of Nnamdi Azikwe. They drew inspiration from political
ideas generated by Azikwe as well as the writings of Nwafor Orizu. Azikwe’s ideas can
be regarded as an amalgam of different philosophical thoughts including African
nationalism, Pan Africanism and Fabian socialism.643 These ideas formed the basis of
Nwafor Orizu’s book titled, Without Bitterness.644 Young nationalists were drawn to
“Zikist” ideas mainly because it called for the speedy termination of colonial rule and the
attainment of African self government. More importantly, it called for the formation of a
Nigerian identity that transcends all ethnic divisions.
The Zikist Movement attracted youths from different parts of the country. By
early 1947, it had several branches in Nigeria, one in the Gold Coast and three in the
Cameroons.645 Zikists distinguished themselves by the manner with which they conducted
their affairs. They created nationalist symbols such as a movement song, a national
pledge and flags. In addition, they promoted cultural nationalism by urging Nigerians to
boycott European attire and food. They even went as far as creating their own church
known as National Church in order to discourage Nigerians from converting to the white
man’s religion.
The Zikist Movement distinguished itself from early political movements by its
radical and uncompromising stance. Zikists believed the pacifist or moderate approach
adopted by the previous generation in dealing with colonial authorities would not bring
643 Ehiedu Emmanuel Goodluck Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria, 1945-1950: The Significance of
the Zikist Movement (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University Press), 35.
644 Nwafor Orizu, Without Bitterness: Western Nations in Post-War Africa (New York: Creative Age
Press, 1944).
645 Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria, 57.
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about the attainment of self rule for Nigerians. They developed what they referred to as
the strategy of “Positive Action,’ which involved three violent steps: labor activism,
armed sabotage and civil disobedience.646 Zikists did not see anything wrong with using
violent tactics in dealing with colonial authorities. They bought weapons with which they
defended themselves against colonial forces. The colonial government regarded the Zikist
movement as a threat to the colonial order. Thus, many of its leaders were prosecuted and
incarcerated for their activism.
It is important to state here that not all radical nationalists were members of the
Zikist Movement. Thus, radical nationalists identified in this study include members of
the Zikist movement as well as non Zikists. Michael Artokhamen Ominus Imoudu, the
first radical nationalist whose story will be unraveled in this essay was a labor leader. He
was a non-Zikist even though he befriended and supported many leaders of the Zikist
Movement. He was the first radical nationalist to be imprisoned by colonial authorities.
Imoudu hailed from Ira-Oke in Afemai Division in Benin province. He was
fortunate unlike many of his contemporaries to receive Western education. He attended
several schools before finally finishing his elementary education at Agbor Government
School in 1927. A year later, Imoudu travelled to Lagos and then joined the Posts and
Telegraphs department as a lineman. He resigned from his job but later joined the
Nigerian Railway where he worked as a labourer and then as an apprentice turner.647
Imoudu figured out quickly that colonialism worked in the favor of Europeans and
646 Falola, Colonialism and Violence in Nigeria, 127.
647 The West African Pilot, “Mr Imoudu Recounts the Story of His Early Struggle in the Railway Yard:
Life of Labour Hero Reveals Tenacity,” June 6, 1945.

311

promoted the subjugation of Nigerians. His conviction was borne partly out of his
experience in government service and partly from his father’s experience. Nigerians who
worked for the service faced constant humiliation and were often reminded of their place
as subordinates. For instance, some months after joining the Railway service, Imoudu
was retrenched for insubordination. Although he was later re-admitted, the experience
strengthened his conviction. Imoudu’s father, Allanghagha, fought on the side of the
British during the Second World War. However, like many other discharged veterans, he
did not receive any financial or material support from the government.
Imoudu’s career as a unionist started in 1931 when he organized railway workers
to protest the introduction of the hourly payment system. For his outstanding leadership,
he was elected as the President of the Railway Workers’ Union in 1940. He contributed
immensely to the growth of the union and went the extra mile to promote the interest of
railway workers. In 1940, he registered the union in compliance with the Trade Unions
Ordinance (1939) which mandated all unions to be registered and certified by the
government. In 1941, he led over 300 railway workers to the colonial government house
then occupied by Governor Bernard Bourdillon. Between 1941 and 1942, Imoudu led the
agitation for the Cost of Living Allowance (COLA). On both occasions, the government
granted some concessions to African workers in the Railway Service as well as those in
other civil establishments.648

648 Wogu Ananaba, The Trade Union Movement in Nigeria (New York: Africana Publishing Corporation,
1970), 16-18.
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Following the COLA agitation protest, European officials marked Imoudu as a
threat to the colonial order. On January 23 1943 he was dismissed from the Railway
Service for alleged insubordination and misconduct.649 On the same day, he was served
with a detention order by Governor Bourdillon under the Nigerian General Defence
Regulation of 1941 for “acting in a manner prejudicial to public safety or defence.”650
Security operatives picked up Imoudu from his house on Patey Street in Ebute Metta and
then drove him to Benin where he was detained in prison by the Resident. After spending
one month and twelve days in Benin prison, he was transferred to Auchi and then served
with a restriction order issued under Regulation 60 of the Nigeria Defense Regulation
because officials considered him to be potentially dangerous to the peace and welfare of
the country.651 Colonial authorities refused to provide food, shelter and clothing to
Imoudu yet they made necessary arrangements to ensure that he was constantly under
strict surveillance.
Information on Imoudu’s prison experience comes from two main sources: from
his biography and his speeches, which were published in the Nigerian dailies. All
available evidence indicates that Imoudu, like many other imprisoned nationalists,
received special treatment. In Benin prison, prison officials placed him on the European
diet regime and provided separate accommodation. Imoudu, in spite of his privileged
status, saw the prison space as a microcosm of the larger colonial society. Thus, he
appropriated the prison space by organizing prisoners to protest the poor prison
649 The Daily Comet, “Imoudu and the Nigerian Railway,” June 7, 1945.
650 The Daily Comet, “Imoudu’s Sad Story Continues,” June 8, 1945.
651 The Daily Comet, “Mike Imoudu in Exile at Auchi,” June 9, 1945.
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conditions and food ration. Colonial authorities reacted to the protest by transferring
Imoudu to another location in Auchi.652
Imoudu’s detention generated reaction from the public, particularly from
members of different trade unions and political organizations however his detention did
not lead to the outbreak of violence. Colonial authorities refused to acknowledge
petitions and letters written in support of Imoudu’s release. In 1945, for instance, the
Colonial Secretary turned down appeals made by the Trades Union Congress of Nigeria
in support of Imoudu’s release.653
Rumors on Imoudu’s release started to circulate in 1945 after colonial authorities
revoked as many as seventy six main sections of the Nigeria General Defense
Regulations including those that pertained to press censorship and restriction of
potentially “dangerous” persons.654 On May 20 1945, the colonial government eventually
released Imoudu from prison. However, before his release, Imoudu’s fame skyrocketed.
When he returned to Lagos, he was met by a crowd of cheerful supporters, who wore his
name as name tags.655 Imoudu, who quickly earned the title Labour Leader No. 1, rode
from the train station to a reception service held in his honor at Oko Awo, as a newspaper
put it, “triumphantly on a white charger, veritably like Jesus Christ entering
652 Baba Oluwide, Imoudu Biography: A Political History of Nigeria (Lagos: West African Economies
Consultants and Social Research, 1993), 40-41.The West African Pilot, “Imoudu Gives the Inside Story of
His Confinement in Benin City Prison,” June 7, 1945.
653 The West African Pilot, “Our Government and Imoudu Case,” January 8, 1945. The West African
Pilot, “Railway Workers’ Union Asks why Imoudu was detained,” April 3, 1943.The West African Pilot,
“Mr Imoudu’s Case,” June 1, 1943. The Daily Comet, “Release of Imoudu,” Jan 9, 1945.
654 The West African Pilot, “Seventy Six Main Sections of the War Defence Regulations Are Repealed:
Mr Imoudu May Soon Be Released,” May 14, 1945.
655 The Daily Comet, “100,000 Acclaim Triumphant Return of Mr A. Ominus Imoudu: Labour Hero
Number One Carried Head-High,” June 4, 1945.
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Jerusalem.”656 In a speech delivered to a crowd of about 50,000 well wishers, he tried to
make sense of his imprisonment by stating: “I said to myself that as long as I am
suffering for the benefit of the race, even if I die, it is a glorious death.”657 If colonial
officials assumed that imprisonment would break Imoudu’s spirit, they thought wrong.
Imoudu continued to lead the union without abandoning his revolutionary fervor.658
During the colonial period, a number of radical nationalists in the field of
journalism used their pen as a tool for challenging colonial rule. Colonial officials
targeted many of these men and served them with prison sentences for their revolutionary
journalistic activities. Mr Abdul Y.S Tinubu, the editor of the Nigerian Spokesman, faced
the wrath of the colonial government after he wrote an editorial titled, Whose Empire
Day? In the article dated May 30 1946, Tinubu diminished the importance of the Empire
Day Celebration. Colonial officials marked May 24 as the day for celebrating the British
Sovereign. On this day, school children were expected to salute the British flag and sing
patriotic songs. For Tinubu, the celebration was a meaningless ritual for colonial subjects
whose countries were “being governed by an immigrant interim government.” He wrote:
“What we want is Freedom Day, the day when the British
government will decide either voluntarily of? otherwise
that the various colonial governments must return to
London and let the dependent peoples depend on

656 The Daily Comet, “Welcome, Mr Imoudu,” June 4, 1945. The West African Pilot, “M.A.O Imoudu
Returns to Lagos after a Period of Two Years in detention,” June 4, 1945. The Daily Comet, “Imoudu
Returns Today,” June 4, 1945.
657 The West African Pilot, “Imoudu Gives the Inside Story of His Confinement in Benin City Prison,”
June 7, 1945.
658 Note that apart from Imoudu several unionists were imprisoned, especially during the General Strike
protest in 1945. The list includes radical nationalists such as Denis Neh, C.N Garbar, B.A Ayetoro,
Onasanya, J.M Smith, S.A Antonio, P. Morenikeji, S.O Olateju and J.N Osidero.
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themselves. Empire is a minus in the new African
Philosophy.”659
Colonial officials reacted negatively to the publication not only because Tinubu
mocked British tradition, but because he suggested that the end of colonial rule was near.
A few days after the article was published, Tinubu was picked up by members of the
police force. He was charged for sedition and later arraigned in a Magistrate court along
with his colleague, Obafemi Soleye. After the trial, both men were found guilty. Soleye
received fourteen days prison sentence or option of fine of five pounds while Tinubu
received two months prison sentence or option of fine of twenty five pounds. The
detention of these journalists unlike Imoudu led to an outbreak of violence. The people of
Onitsha protested against the sentence. They closed down local markets and even
boycotted British goods. Unfortunately, the protest did not bring about any significant
change as the leaders of the protest were identified and caned by the Resident.660
The experience of Tinubu and Soleye in the hands of the colonial government was
nothing compared with that of Anthony Enahoro. Between 1946 and 1950, Enahoro was
incarcerated on three different occasions for his revolutionary activism and critical
writings. In fact, he earned the title “jail-bird.”661 Inspired by the works of Karl Marx
and Fabian ideologues, Enahoro used his writing as a weapon of warfare against colonial
authority. His career in the field of journalism commenced when he joined the West
659 The Nigerian Spokesman, “Whose Empire Day?” May 30, 1946. The West African Pilot, “English
Journal Cries Over Sedition Trial in Nigeria,” April 24, 1947. Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria, 163.
660 Mbazulike Amechi, The Forgotten Heroes of Nigerian Independence (Onitsha: Etukokwu Publishers,
1985), 163.
661 He earned this title after he was incarcerated by the Tafawa Balewa led government in 1962. During
the military era, Enahoro was also confined in prison alongside other pro-democracy activists.
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African Pilot in 1942. In 1944 he was appointed as editor of the Southern Nigerian
Defender. In 1945 at the age of twenty, he was appointed as the editor of the Daily
Comet. Enahoro played an active role in the formation of the Nigerian Union of Students,
a political organization comprising of young men with post secondary and university
education, which became known as the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons.
In his political autobiography titled, Fugitive Offender, Enahoro talked not only
about his experience in prison but also about prisoners, warders, penal officials and the
penal system. His first visit to the prison occurred in 1945 when the government banned
the West African Pilot and the Daily Comet for attacking the Richards Constitution and
supporting the General strike. After the ban was lifted, Enahoro published an editorial
attack on British officials. The article, as Enahoro noted, was “full of heavy sarcasm, it
mentioned the presents which Northern Nigeria emirs had made to the previous
Governor, Sir Bernard Bourdillon, on his retirement, and his directorship immediately
afterwards of the Orion Property Trust Company, which had colonial interests.”662 After
the publication circulated, Enahoro was arrested and charged for publishing seditious
matter and defamatory libel. Unlike Soleye and Tinubu, Enahoro was not given an option
of a fine; he was sentenced to nine months in prison. He was initially confined at Broad
Street prison in Lagos and was later transferred to Kaduna Convict prison.663

662 Enahoro, Fugitive Offender, 81. The Daily Comet, “Anthony Enahoro Arrives in Warri to Answer
Charge for Alleged Mutiny,” March 14, 1947.
663 The West African Pilot, “Enahoro’s Release,” June 25, 1946. The West African Pilot, “Gates of
Kaduna Prison are Stormed by Ishans as Ex-Editor Enahoro Steps Out,” June 25, 1946.
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In 1946, barely a year after leaving prison, Enahoro was incarcerated again by
colonial authorities. This time he was convicted for alleged mutiny.664 The writ served to
him alleged that, on October 8 1946, he gave a public speech at Warri, titled
“Imperialism on Trial,” in which he criticized the obnoxious bills, condemned the
shooting of Nigerian coal miners at Enugu and allegedly stated that in the event of a riot,
any policeman who carried out government’s orders was nothing but a traitor. As far as
colonial officials were concerned, Enahoro contravened section 44 of the Criminal Code
Ordinance. Thus, they sentenced him to three years in prison, which was later reduced on
appeal to eighteen months. Enahoro served his sentence in the Enugu convict prison and
was released in mid 1948. After his release, as he mentioned in his autobiography that
“he was more determined to carry on the battle.”665
In 1948 the colonial government detained Enahoro for the third time on sedition
charges. In his political biography, he described the event that led to his arrest. In the
months following his release from the convict prison at Enugu, he toured the country on
behalf of the NCNC. During the tour, members of the Zikist Movement tried to convince
him to join their movement. He declined because he questioned the philosophical ideas of
the movement and thought the movement was mainly for the deification of Nnamdi
Azikwe. However, he promised to support their endeavors.666 It was Enahoro’s
association with the Zikist Movement that landed him in prison again. In October 1948

664 The West African Pilot, “Editor Anthony Enahoro of Comet Faces charges of Seducing Police from
Duty,” March 14, 1947.
665 Ibid, 94.
666 Enahoro, Fugitive Offender, 89-90.
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he chaired a public lecture organized by Zikist members. During the event, Osita
Agwuna, a Zikist, gave his infamous “Call for Revolution Speech,” in which he asked all
national organizations to concentrate on the task of attaining self government for
Nigerians. Furthermore, he enjoined youths to study the tactics of revolutionary
movements and organize themselves for intensified picketing and deliberate violation of
every law and executive order.667 The colonial government reacted by incarcerating
Enahoro and other members of the Zikist Movement.668
Enahoro’s account provides a lens for understanding the internal working of the
penal system in Southern and Northern Nigeria. He commented on several aspects of the
prison system including the treatment of prisoners, the condescending attitude of
European penal officials, capital punishment and prison sub-culture. In the convict prison
at Kaduna, Enahoro was accomodated in a solitary accomodation close to the condemned
cells. He spoke with several condemned prisoners and heard the story of a young man
who was given the death penalty for stabbing a chief who had seduced his wife. The
execution of the youngman moved Enahoro so much that he regarded capital punishment
as “legalized murder.” In his biography, he asked:
Should society arrogate to itself the right to take life? No
other crime is punished, as murder is, by the Mosaic
injunction. A man might burn another’s house – arson –
but society does not burn his house in return. If he cut off
another’s hand – grevious bodily harm – his hand is not

667 Ibid, 95.
668 The Daily Service, “Tony Enahoro Faces Court Again,” November 1, 1948. The Daily Service, “All
Accused Persons in Zikist Sedition Case Found Guilty: Agwuna Gets 1 Year and Enahoro 6 Months,”
January 26, 1949.
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cut off in return. Should murder be punishable by
murder.669
Enahoro condemned capital punishment on the grounds that many condemned
prisoners he saw in prison were mentally ill and deserved medical attention. He thought it
was barbaric, “brutal, un-christian and indefensible to keep men in the shadow of death
for such long periods only to hang them in the end.”670 The way condemned prisoners
were treated made Enahoro to question the legitimacy and efficacy of the penal system.
He stated: “I began to doubt whether the penal system which we had inherited from the
British should continue to be accepted without question. Already, prison did not seem to
be much of a deterrent to the criminally disposed.”671
At Enugu convict prison, Enahoro observed prison life more closely because his
movements were less restricted. In his biography, he detailed the plight of prisoners. His
narrative is important because it tells a lot about the condition of prisons in the period
before Robert Dolan was appointed as the Director of Prison. Enahoro saw no evidence
of reformation. In his biography, he described how “the principle of the lowest common
denominator was applied in the treatment of prisoners.”672 He wrote:
I saw more brutality to those unfortunate wretches in one
year than I have seen in all the rest of my life. Considered
fair game for baton practice by any warder, they
(prisoners) slept on bare floors, often denied blankets,
their meals were irregular, they were frequently refused
buckets for their natural needs, and some of them might
669 Ibid, 83.
670 Ibid, 84.
671 Ibid, 84-85.
672 Ibid, 94
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never step out of their cells for weeks. Not even beasts
were caged in such filth and stench. No one seemed to
care, except on the rare occasions of the Visiting
Committee’s inspections when, after a general cleaning,
the normal odour was marked by bucketfuls of
disinfectant.673
So far we have only examined the prison experience of radical non-Zikist
nationalists. It is important at this point to discuss how the colonial government used the
prison as a tool for repressing members of the Zikist Movement. Colonial officials began
to closely monitor the activities of the Zikist Movement after 1945, especially in the
aftermath of the General Strike. During the strike, the movement launched a massive
campaign in different parts of the country. They joined forces with the Nigerian Civil
Service Union to demand for better work condition and increase in pay for all Nigerian
workers. To repress the movement, the colonial government created a special security to
monitor and report on the activities of the movement. Security agents acted as spies and
undercover agents, infiltrating different Zikists cells, participating in anti-government
protests and gathering information from key leaders of the movement.
The colonial government first attempted to curb the activities of the Zikist
members in November 1948, approximately one month after leaders of the movement
organized a lecture at the Tom Jones Memorial Hall in Lagos. At the lecture, Osita
Agwuna, gave an insurrectionary speech titled “A Call for Revolution” in which he urged
young Nigerians to form a united front against imperialism, adopt the use of force and
take interest in military tactics and revolutionary movements. Furthermore, he enjoined

673 Ibid, 93.
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all youths to let go of their fears and organize to deliberately violate every tyrannical or
executive order.674 In addition, Agwuna urged all Nigerians to support nationalist
activities by paying taxes not to the government but to the NCNC. Special security agents
moved swiftly into action after the lecture. All the key players including Osita Agwuna,
Anthony Enahoro, Ralph Aniedobe and Ogoegbunam Duke Dafe were picked up three
days after the lecture. They were later arraigned before a court on November 8 1948 for
allegedly uttering seditious words.
Reacting to the arrest of their leaders, the central executive committee of the
organization met to discuss the best approach in dealing with the colonial government. At
the meeting they decided to organize campaigns, strikes, boycotts and liaise with
different unions and organization to demand for the release of their leaders. Zealous
members took the decision to heart; many of them travelled down to Lagos in order to
disrupt court proceedings. Some organized sit-down strike, rallies, public lectures and
protests.
Some members of the movement who were trained journalists protested the arrest
by giving editorial space to the activities of the movement. For instance in 1949 Joseph
Odufuwa and Smart Ebbi, Editor and Assistant Editor of the African Echo condemned
the actions of the colonial government. On November 1 and 6 they published two articles
titled “Age of Positive Action” and “A Call for Revolution,” respectively in which they
urged Nigerians to take certain calculated measures to fight against the agents of imperial

674 Hakeem Ibikunle Tijani, Britain, Leftists Nationalists and the Transfer of Power in Nigeria, 1945-1965
(New York: Routledge Publishers, 2006), 24-25.
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rule instead of folding their arms. They stated that the political tension in the country had
come to a “deciding pitch in which the people must bite as distinct from barking.” The
article referenced historical actors who used violence to achieve their political aims
including Gugliemo Garibaldi, Benito Mussolini and Chandra Bose, and then urged
Nigerians to use radical and non-conventional methods to rise against their “common
enemy.”675 The Colonial government did not take the publications lightly. They charged
Smart Ebbi and Odufuwa for inciting the public against the existing government and for
contravening several sections of the Newspaper Ordinance. Both men were arrested and
arraigned before a Magistrate court.676
To protest the detention of the two journalists, members of the Zikist movement
launched new campaigns against the government. New leaders including Raji Abdallah,
Oged Macaulay and Frederick Anyiam resolved to organize a peasant movement against
the colonial government. To launch the movement, they organized a lecture at Glover
Memorial Hall. At the lecture, Oged declared openly: “If Britain could throw away the
imperialistic yoke of the Romans, I see no reason why we should not throw down the
imperialistic yoke of Britain.”677 Abdallah gave his infamous speech titled “Age of
Positive Action,” in which he stated: I hate the Union Jack with all my heart because it
divides the people wherever it goes…It is a symbol of persecution, of domination, a

675 The West African Pilot, “Sedition Action against “Echo” Editor Begins,” March 29, 1949.
676 West African Pilot, “Publisher Faces Twenty Charges in One Case,” November 16, 1948.
677 The West African Pilot, “Accused Oppose Court Probing Alleged Sedition, November 27, 1948.
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symbol of exploitation.”678 Once again, security agents moved into action. They arrested
ten leaders of the Zikist Movement including Raji Abdallah, Oged Macaulay and
Frederick Anyiam and charged them with sedition.679
The colonial government used its legal apparatus including courts and prison to
punish Zikist leaders for their revolutionary activities. Zikists were arraigned before the
court of law in three groups. The first group comprised of those who took part in the Tom
Jones memorial lecture including Osita Agwuna, Aniedobe, Enahoro (non-zikist) and
Dafe. The second group involved only two men, Ebbi and Odufuwa. The third group
comprised of Zikist members who took part in the Glover Memorial lecture. In regard to
the first group, only Enahoro and Agwuna were sentenced to six months and one year
term of imprisonment respectively. In regard to the second group, Odufuwa was
discharged while Ebbi was sentenced to two years in prison. In regard to the third group,
Agwuna received two and a half years, Abdallah received two years while Anyiam and
Macaulay received one year each.680
The incarceration of the Zikist leaders did not totally repress the movement as the
government wished. The movement re-organized itself under two leaders, Nduka Eze and
Mokwugo Okoye. Both were ardent socialists and believers in the principles of
revolutionary activism. The new leaders established links with revolutionary groups
outside Nigeria and initiated plans that included the use of violence and armed sabotage
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Press, 1958), 298.
679 The West African Pilot, “Mr Oged Macaulay and Three Others Arrested,” November 22, 1948.
680 Ehiedu Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria, 171- 194.

324

against the government. In December 1949, members of the Zikist movement re-grouped
in Kaduna for the Annual General Conference. The decisions made at the conference,
which included a plan to launch a revolutionary action programme, were leaked to the
government by undercover agents. Immediately, the government took decisive steps
against the movement. Police officers were dispersed to search the homes and offices of
members of the movement. After the search, many leaders of the movement including
Mokwugo Okoye,681 Jibonuh, Nzimiro, Uchendu, Julius Ntoop, D.I Imoudu, P.C Osugo,
Francis Igioh, Ndulue Egbuchiem, Oke Achamba and others were charged and sent to
prison.682
After this episode, it became impossible for the Zikist Movement to rebound as a
united force. Colonial officials confined the main leaders of the movement in different
prisons across the country.683 Thus, they could not transform “imperialist prisons into
revolutionary schools” as in the case of nationalists in French Indochina or British
India.684 The final clamp down on the Zikist Movement occurred in early 1950 after
Chukwuma Ukogwe, a Zikist member attempted to assassinate Hugh Foot, the Chief
Secretary to the Government.685 The colonial government sentenced Ukogwe to life
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682 Ehiedu Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria 236-237; The West African Pilot, Zikist Secretary
General Arrested and Arraigned, February 11, 1950.
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684 Peter Zinoman, The Colonial Bastille: A History of Imprisonment in Vietnam (California, University of
California Press, 2001), 1.
685 The West African Pilot, “Heelas Ukogwe Transferred from Prison to the Asylum,” November 16,
1950.

325

imprisonment and then declared the Zikist Movement as an unlawful society on April 13
1950.
It is important at this point to highlight one or two points about the experience of
political prisoners incarcerated during the colonial period. Imprisoned nationalists,
whether or not they belonged to the Zikist movement, saw themselves as political
prisoners. They believed that they were paying the ultimate sacrifice for freedom. In a bid
to deny their agency, colonial officials often pointed to the fact that the law did not
recognize the status of political prisoners. In a prison report written in 1950, Dolan, the
Director of Prison stated that “there was no such term as political prisoners in the laws of
Nigeria.”686 While nationalists referred to themselves as political prisoners, European
officials classified them as special class prisoners.
In spite of their ambiguous legal status, nationalists received special treatments in
colonial prison. They were treated fairly better than the criminal population; they wore
clothes stipulated for European prisoners, had separate accommodation and slept on
suitable beddings. Enahoro received a special diet in prison consisting of bread, butter,
eggs and tea. He was also allowed up to ten cigarettes a day. This same treatment was
extended to his other colleagues. Following his release from prison in 1950, Smart Ebbi
stated: “I must confirm that the government treated us decently, they refused to kick a
dead horse.”687
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Imprisonment gave many nationalists time to reflect and birth new ideas. While in
prison, Enahoro thought about establishing a politically independent newspaper with a
clear ideological message, which would make a distinctive contribution to public affairs.
He founded the Nigerian Star following his release from Enugu prison. Mokwugo Okoye
wrote a book titled, Vistas of Life, while he served his term of imprisonment from 1950 to
1952. The book urged Nigerians to restore African communalism, adopt socialist
principles and see to the termination of colonial rule.688
Nationalists saw the prison space as a microcosm of the larger colonial society.
Thus they interpreted resistance against penal officials, especially the European staffs as
part of their struggle against colonial rule. It does not come as a surprise therefore, that
Enahoro refused to salute the English Superintendent at Enugu convict prison who
demanded to be addressed as ‘Sir.’ While serving in Kaduna Prison, Enahoro fasted for
forty days to protest against ill treatment by a Superintendent of prison. Fearing that the
press would take on Enahoro’s case, the European official ordered his staff to restore all
privileges withdrawn from Enahoro.689
Imprisonment encouraged a sense of shared affliction and purpose among radical
nationalists. During the colonial period, discharged political prisoners were received and
welcomed back into the fold by their colleagues who, at one time or the other, had been
incarcerated by the colonial government. Imprisoned nationalists saw themselves as
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graduates of the Imperial Penitentiary College.690 Unfortunately, the culture of political
detention that started during the colonial period was inherited by Nigerian leaders during
the post-colonial period. It is somewhat ironic that nationalists who called for the
abolition of colonial rule and fought for self government adopted the repressive strategies
used by Europeans to silence or eliminate their opponents.

690 Iweriebor, Radical Politics in Nigeria, 1945-50, 196.
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Figure 11:

Michael Artokhamen Ominus Imoudu (Source: West African Pilot)
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Figure 12:

Anthony Enahoro (Source: West African Pilot)
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Figure 13:

Raji Abdallah (Source: West African Pilot)
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Penal Confinement in the post-Dolanian Years, 1955-56
Before retiring from the Nigerian prison service, Dolan tried as much as possible
to implement some reformative schemes. First, he ensured that Kakuri open prison, a
minimum security prison for the confinement of specially selected long term offenders,
started operations. The Order in Council No. 18 of 1953 made under the Prisons
Ordinance established the convict prison. The prison, situated in Kaduna in Northern
Nigeria, admitted its first set of prisoners in September 1953.691 Second, under Dolan’s
supervision, plans were made to demolish Lagos prison and construct a maximum and
minimum security prison for the confinement of long term offenders and first offenders
respectively. Third, Dolan continued to place pressure on native administrators to allow
government take-over their prisons. Dolan retired from active service in 1954 and left
the administration of the prison system in the hands of M.C.M.K Carew.
The prison system in the years following Dolan’s retirement went through
different stages of administrative re-adjustments occasioned by the rapid political current
that swept the country. In 1954, for instance, a new constitution, designed by nationalists
and European officials, declared Nigeria as a federated state, divided into three regions
comprising of the North, West and East. In addition, the constitution called for the
separation of Southern Cameroon from Eastern Nigeria. These constitutional
arrangements affected prison administration in a number of ways. First, all government
prisons were declared as Federal government prisons. Second, since Southern Cameron
was separated from Eastern Nigeria, the prison department no longer administered
691 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1953-54.
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prisons in Cameron. In 1956 a new Superintendent of Prison was appointed for Southern
Cameron. Third, the administration of prisons in Nigeria came under the charge of the
Minister for Internal Affairs. 692
The period of rapid constitutional change in Nigeria was also marked by the
intensification of the Nigerianization process. In the 1950s nationalists strengthened their
effort to ensure that administrative powers did not remain solely in the hands of European
officials. Thus, they placed pressure on the colonial government to employ large number
of Africans at higher levels in the civil service. Their agitation led to positive
developments in the prison service. Carew, the new Director of Prison, gradually
introduced policies to speed up the Nigerianization process. In 1955, two Nigerians
(Giwa Osagie and F.M. Nosika) were promoted to the rank of Assistant Superintendent
of prison. Also, M.E. Amalu, C.A. Kamalu, P.N. Boyd and J.W. Onwukwe were
promoted to the rank of Assistant Superintendent of prison. In April 1956 Carew
introduced a special training course aimed at fitting selected candidates for accelerated
promotions to the ranks of the discipline staff and eventually to the senior service.693
It is important to point out here that from 1956 till 1960 when Nigeria attained
independence, the prison department experienced stagnancy. Nationalists paid little
attention to the plight of prisoners but were much more concerned with how to seize the
wheel of political administration from Europeans. Also, many of the experienced
Europeans who occupied senior staff positions retired from active service or returned

692 CRL, Annual Report on the Treatment of Offenders, 1956-57.
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home after realizing that the end of the formal empire was inevitable. Thus, the prison
department went through a reshuffling phase. Efforts were made to admit new recruits to
fill up subordinate positions and train qualified Nigerians to take up senior positions.

Conclusion
This chapter has explored the impact of the Second World War on the prison
system in Nigeria. It has shown that the war affected the general well being of prisoners
and prisons. More so, it has established that prisoners contributed in no small measure to
the war effort. The war triggered reformative impulses which ultimately called into
question the goal of penal confinement in Nigeria. As we have seen, Sir Alexander
Paterson visited Nigeria in 1943 and offered cogent suggestions for developing the penal
system. These suggestions were implemented by Robert Dolan, a seasoned penologist
who committed to the goal of rehabilitating imprisoned colonial subjects into respectable
citizens.
This chapter has also contributed to the literature on history of prisons in colonial
Nigeria by tracing the relationship between colonial prison and the press and by detailing
the prison experience of Nigerian nationalists. We have established that the militant press
criticized many aspects of penal administration in Nigeria. They opposed the use of
physical punishment, decried discriminatory practices in penal administration, published
letters and stories of prisoners and monitored how colonial authorities treated imprisoned
nationalists. We have also established that many nationalist received prison sentences for
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opposing colonial rule. Some of these nationalists commented on the internal working of
the prison system and prison sub-culture.
This study thus far has shown two perspectives: using official documents, it has
looked at the prison system from the prism of European officials. Second, it has raised
significant points on the experience of the educated elites who were incarcerated in
prisons for undermining colonial authority. The next chapter provides a subaltern
perspective and attempts to reconstruct the experience of ordinary prisoners, their agency
and their responses to imprisonment during the colonial period.
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Chapter 6: The Social World of Imprisoned Colonial Subjects
Introduction
Man is inventive and ingenious – and from what I’ve seen
in the prison since I came here, Man has a great capacity
for survival and adaptation and inventiveness. There’s no
prison that is not porous – except of course it is not
manned by human beings.
- Bola Ige694

So far this study has traced the evolution of the prison system in Southern Nigeria
from 1862 to 1956. It has investigated the past through the lens provided by privileged
members of the society including European officials and the educated elite. This chapter
attempts to expand the frontiers of knowledge by interpreting the history of colonial
prisons in Southern Nigeria from the perspective of the subaltern, particularly from the
view-point of ordinary criminals who shaped and whose lives were shaped by these
institutions.
Bolanle Awe and Ademola Ogunleye, in their respective studies, examined the
history of prisons in Nigeria without integrating the voices of ordinary criminals. Both
scholars discussed prison populations, to borrow the words of Patricia O’Brien, as
undifferentiated and faceless masses.695 At best, they provided a top-down approach and
placed emphasis on the activities of European officials to the neglect of ordinary
prisoners. Departing from this official and elitist view point, this chapter sets as its goal
an examination of the role of prisoners in the evolution of the colonial prison system. It
694
695
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seeks to provide information on the reaction and responses of ordinary criminals to the
carceral element of colonialism. More importantly, it explores sub-cultural formations
that emerged in colonial prisons in order to understand the different ways by which
prisoners coped with the pains of imprisonment. Using data drawn from sources
including official prison documents, prisoners’ letters, prison memoirs and eye-witness
accounts, the chapter challenges Eurocentric assumptions and contends that prisoners
were active agents who organized their own complex social world and used their agency
to challenge, subvert, undermine and cope with the carceral element of colonial rule.

Prisoners vs. Official Authority: Revolts and Resistance
In previous chapters, this study established that prisons served as symbols and
instruments of power used by European officials to legitimize colonial ideology, harness
cheap labor, silence opposition to colonial rule and confine “unwanted populations” such
as criminals, lepers and lunatics that constituted a menace to the colonial environment. In
many ways, colonial prisons mirrored the paternalistic and authoritarian model adopted
by European officials in their dealings with the African populace. Penal officials relied
greatly on the use of coercive force, a form of power that depended heavily on fear
tactics, intimidation, suppression of free will and the use of corporal punishment or threat
for its existence. This authoritarian model was challenged by prisoners on numerous
occasions. Colonial prisons in Southern Nigeria were sites of confrontation and
resistance. Within these institutions, prisoners negotiated and re-organized the terms and
limits of power.
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Michel Foucault’s analysis on relational power, although novel and interesting,
cannot be applied to the colonial context. Foucault’s seminal work titled Discipline and
Punish focused exclusively on penal developments in Western societies and offered no
insight on the evolution of penal institutions in colonial societies. An equivalent of the
panopticon did not emerge in Southern Nigeria. In terms of penal practice and
architectural designs, the prisons described by Foucault differed significantly from those
that emerged in Southern Nigeria during the nineteenth century. A more problematic
point is the fact that Foucault does not acknowledge the agency of prisoners. He claimed
that disciplinary power enforced in Western prisons during the modern era automatically
turned prisoners into docile bodies that could be used, transformed and improved.696
Foucault, however, does not explain how prisoners challenged and undermined
disciplinary techniques. In the colonial context, prisoners challenged disciplinary
procedures and asserted their agency.
Influenced largely by Foucault’s work, sociologist Erving Goffman in his study
described prisons as total institutions, a place “of residence and work where a large
number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable
period of time, together lead an enclosed formally administered round of life.”697 Total
institutions, as Goffman indicated in his study, operate as highly regimented sites where
individuals often lose their agency and sense of self. Inmates follow established rules and
procedures. Goffman’s thesis is difficult to apply to the colonial context not only because
696
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the author approached the history of institutions from the perspectives of the authorities
but also because his account does not include the agency of prisoners. In Southern
Nigeria, ordinary prisoners reacted in different ways to the carceral element of
colonialism. Goffman described total institutions such as prisons, work camps as places
in which there is “a barrier to social intercourse with the outside.”698 This explanatory
model does not apply to prison inmates in Southern Nigeria. Imprisoned colonial subjects
maintained communication with their relatives and people outside the prison yard. They
wrote letters and sent messages through warders sympathetic to their plight. In addition,
Goffman described total institutions as places with strong security devices such as barb
wires, locked doors and high walls. Again, this kind of institution described by Goffman
did not emerge in Southern Nigeria. Colonial prisons lacked modern infrastructures and
security devices; they were highly porous and permeable institutions.
Two interesting studies by James Scott titled Weapons of the Weak: Everyday
Forms of Peasant Resistance and Domination and Arts of Resistance: Hidden Scripts
offer a more reliable explanatory model for understanding how power operated in
colonial prisons. In the first study, Scott offered a critique of concepts of hegemony
developed by Antonio Gramsci. Using ethnographic data derived from Sedaka, a small
village in Malaysia, Scott argued that subordinate groups undermine authority not only
through acts of “stubborn resistance” such as organized rebellions, boycotts and
collective action but also through “everyday forms of symbolic resistance” including
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actions such as foot-dragging, evasion, false compliance, pilfering, feigned illness,
feigned ignorance, slander and sabotage. 699
In his second study, Scott expanded this argument further, explaining that
everyday form of resistance represent hidden transcripts left behind by subordinates or
peasants under the social context of domination. This hidden transcripts, he added,
operates in different social institutions including prisons and work camps.700 Scott’s
thesis speaks to realities in the colonial prison. Inmates in Southern Nigeria prisons
engaged in both stubborn and subtle forms of resistance. They organized open revolts
against prison authorities and also participated in low key forms of resistance such as
escaping, feigning illness and sit-down strikes. All these activities prove that imprisoned
colonial subjects were far from being docile or silenced bodies who accepted their fate
and predicament without questioning authority.
Available evidence suggests that several episodes of open defiance and revolt
occurred in different prisons in Southern Nigeria from 1862 to 1956. At such times, penal
officials found it difficult to exercise disciplinary control over prisoners. On May 27
1925, for instance, prisoners in the Lagos Convict prison revolted against prison
authorities. Some weeks before the revolt occurred, a number of prisoners in the “C
Ward” told prison officials that they wanted to meet with the Director of Prisons in order
to discuss their grievances.701 Penal officials refused to relay their message to the
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appropriate authority. This inaction on the part of officials angered prisoners and so they
secretly planned a revolt against prison officials. On the night of the 26th of May,
prisoners in the “C Ward” informed other prisoners locked in other wards about their
plan. The revolt started the next morning after prisoners observed their early morning
parade. Instead of moving into their work stations, prisoners from the “C Ward” moved
swiftly to the store area to grab matchets which were issued to them for grass cutting.
Prison officials, mostly the warder staff, found themselves in a helpless situation. Armed
only with batons, they were soon driven out of the prison yard by prisoners.
After prisoners took control of the entire prison yard and started vandalizing and
stealing prison materials, senior staff members of the Lagos convict prison called in
members of the Nigerian police and the Fire Brigade to quell the uprising. When the
special force arrived, prisoners refused to back down. They threw stones at uniformed
men stationed in different parts of the prison. They also chased and fought with officers
who came within their reach. More reinforcement of the police force was called in before
the rebellion was finally quashed. Some weeks after the revolt, the colonial government
appointed a Commission of Inquiry to look into the cause of the revolt. The commission
soon discovered that the entire revolt was planned and coordinated by ten convicts. The
“ringleaders” were sentenced to various additional terms of imprisonment and transferred
to Kaduna Convict prison in the Northern part of the country to complete their sentence.
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Other prisoners who took on minor roles during the revolt were transferred to PortHarcourt, Enugu and Calabar convict prisons.702
Disciplinary measures that followed episodes of revolt did not necessarily
discourage prisoners from participating in follow-up revolts. In 1944, for example, a
group of prisoners at Abeokuta prison revolted when a much detested warder offended
them. Four years later, the same group of prisoners launched another revolt that took
penal officials by surprise. It took the intervention of members of the police force to quell
the revolt. During the course of the revolt, one warder received a blow which caused loss
of sight in one eye. To discourage future revolts, penal officials transferred the
ringleaders to a government prison in the northern part of the country. 703
The fact that prison revolts, as the aforementioned examples show, were planned by
people identified by prison authorities as “ring leaders” is indicative of what sociologist
Donald Clemmer referred to as the “leadership phenomenon.” Prison leaders, as
Clemmer stated, are those inmates who influence and direct the opinion and behavior of
other prisoners. They show the way by action or a reputation for action.704 Prisoners in
Southern Nigeria prisons formed a complex social world with a pecking order. At the top
of the hierarchical order were certain prisoners, mostly recidivists and gang members,
who commanded the respect of prisoners and warders.
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Prison leaders assumed special titles and responsibilities that distinguished them from
other inmates. Obafemi Awolowo, a Yoruba political leader who was imprisoned in the
1960s noted in his prison memoir that “prisoners constituted a kind of state within the
prison, with their own President, Prime Minister, Inspector General of Police, Director of
Prisons, Chief Justice, High Court Judges and other state functionaries.”705 He added that
prisoners held court sessions every night. Clearly there existed two parallel social worlds
in prisons. The first was the formal social system organized and controlled by prison
authorities and the second was the informal social system created and managed by
prisoners. Ken Saro-Wiwa, an environmental activist who was detained in the postcolonial era, also described in his memoir how prisoners ordered their lives in a special
hierarchical order, taking up roles and responsibilities for maintaining law and order in
their cells.706
The crucial point to keep in mind is that prison revolts that occurred in Southern
Nigeria during the colonial period were characterized by a high level of organization on
the part of prisoners. Prisoners who organized and coordinated revolts often spoke as
representatives of the entire prison community. In 1955, for instance, certain prisoners in
Calabar convict prison negotiated with government officials during the course of a revolt
which involved about five hundred and five prisoners. When negotiations broke down,
warders became angry and the intense situation resulted in a free fight between prisoners
and warders. It took a long time for the government to crush the rebellion because many
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of the policemen stationed in Calabar were drafted for peace keeping mission at Uyo.
Prisoners were battle ready by the time policemen arrived. They fought with every
weapon within reach including matchets, sticks and stones. After many long hours of
fighting, the prisoners were eventually dispersed and controlled by use of tear gas
shells.707
The most dramatic revolt during the colonial era occurred in the Lagos convict prison
from April 16 to 17 1952. This revolt proves that prisoners were not docile bodies.
Before this major revolt, two minor revolts occurred in the same prison. It is crucial to
review the details of the Lagos convict prisons revolts in the order in which they
occurred. The first revolt commenced on March 28, a day after penal authorities decided
to disallow prisoners from taking their bath before the official prison unlock at 7 am.
Early in March, Major Booth, the Superintendent of Lagos convict prison held a meeting
with his assistant Mr Nosika. At the meeting, the subject of early morning bathing by
prisoners was raised and it was decided that the practice be discontinued as it was an
indiscriminate act which contravened established prison rules.708 Official prison
regulations required all prisoners to remain locked in their cells until 7 am and then
perform their ablutions after being fed their early morning food (chop). Over time,
warders and night patrol guards relaxed the rules and allowed prisoners to take their bath
before or right after morning unlock. At the meeting, Major Booth reasoned that it was
improper to allow prisoners to move freely in the prison yard since only small number of
707
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patrol warders worked in the early morning hours. He feared that prisoners could take
advantage of the situation and break out of prison. It was decided that Nosika would
personally see to it that prisoners and warders followed prison regulations to the letter.
Both administrators, however, failed to consider how prisoners would react to what many
of them had accepted as a normal daily routine.
On the 27th of March, Nosika who hitherto resumed duty after the morning
unlock, arrived in the prison yard as early as 5 am to ensure that warders followed
established procedure. Under his watchful eyes, prisoners were locked in their cells and
prevented from bathing. They were fed with their early morning “chop” and then released
from their cells. Prisoners were shocked by the action of the Assistant Superintendent of
prison. Throughout that day, they discussed the issue among themselves. Many thought
that they were being denied their legal right and some thought that Nosika just wanted to
make life difficult for no good reason. Prisoners in ‘A’ Ward decided to take action. In
the middle of the night, they organized a meeting and strategized on how best to make
their grievances known to prison authorities.709
The next morning Nosika arrived in the prison yard on time. The regular morning
procedure went on smoothly until prisoners in ‘A’ ward refused to accept their morning
“chop.” They told the warders that they would eat only on the condition that they met
with Major Booth, the Superintendent of the Lagos convict prison. Nosika, who was
surprised by the turn of events, panicked. He rushed to his office to inform the
Superintendent via telephone about prisoners’ demand. While he was waiting for Booth
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to arrive, he instructed Reverend Adesake, the Prison Chaplain, to appeal to and quieten
the disgruntled prisoners. The prisoners refused to listen to the Chaplain. They made it
clear that they were only interested in meeting with the Superintendent of the prison.
Upon arrival, Booth who was convinced that he could talk some sense into the head of
the prisoners went into “A” ward alone. He was unable to speak mainly because prisoners
locked in other wards began to throw feeding pans at him. After realizing that the
situation was beyond his control, he decided to send word to the Director of Prisons,
Robert Dolan. When prisoners caught wind of the news that a number of government
officials including the Director of Prison, the Administrative Secretary, the Inspector
General of Police and the Chief Secretary were on their way to the prison, they held a
meeting in order to elect six prisoners to act as their representatives and spokesmen. This
action on the part of prisoners shows the high level of organization among prisoners.
Table 8 reveals the name and prison record of prisoners who were appointed as
representatives.
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S/N
1.

File No.

4.

Sentence

Previous Sentence

M4.2486

Pedro Olushola

8 Months

Six (including several
for the defilement of
young females)

M5.224

Abe Owolabi
Elesin

10 years. 6
months

Three

MW.33

Jimoh Ibrahim

10 years

Four (unknown)

MX.120

Raufu Palmer

2 years

Five

MX.146

Lawrence
Nwosu

2 years

Five

MX.117

Akanbi Jagua

3 years

Five

2.

3.

Name

5.

6.
Table 8:

Table showing the name and personal data of prisoners who were
appointed as spokesmen by prisoners during the March Lagos Convict
Revolt (Source: Report By Prison Visitors on the Disturbances in the
Lagos Prison on the 17th April, 1952 with Related Observations and
Recommendations, p. 10)

Robert Dolan, the Director of Prison and Mr Clarke, an Inspector in the Prison
department, after arriving on scene spoke with prisoners’ representatives led by convict
Jimoh Ibrahim. It appears that in order to quickly restore order, both officials agreed with
prisoners that “it was in order for them to wash early in the morning.”710 They assured
prisoners that in the future they would be allowed to shower early but only on a ward to
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ward basis. Seeing that officials assented to their request, prisoners decided to press for
more demands. After they were released from their cells for bathing and feeding, they all
sat on the grass and refused to return to their wards until some other demands such as the
provision of extra blankets and food rations were met. It was only after several prison
officials delivered long speeches that prisoners unanimously agreed to return to their
cells.
In many ways, the revolt emboldened and empowered prisoners. The appointed
leaders including Jimoh Ibrahim, Pedro Olushola and others began to flex their muscles.
They built for themselves a cult of followership in the prison yard that quickly
transformed into a gang-like organization. These prisoners began to see themselves as a
powerful force to be reckoned with. They proscribed and meted out different forms of
punishment on their fellow prisoners. In addition, they demoralized prison staffs to the
extent that warders were no longer sure of how to assert authority and maintain
discipline.711 Also, they displayed signs of insubordination by refusing orders and
criticizing every action taken by prison officers. The Superintendent of the prison
recorded in his diary that on 31st of March, representatives of prisoners began to refer to
themselves as the “Executive Committee.” They sent word to Mr Simes, an officer who
was then newly appointed as a Superintendent of Prison, that “(a) his house would be
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burgled (b) if he inspected chop the prisoners would refuse it and (c) that the prisoners
were going to get him out of Lagos.”712
Prisoners’ insubordination led prison officials to take a drastic measure which
culminated in another prison revolt on the 7th of April 1952. To enforce discipline, prison
officials decided to transfer incorrigible prisoners to other prisons outside the territory of
Lagos. Trouble began after a warder announced the names of prisoners on the transfer
list. The list, prisoners discovered, included the names of their spokesmen, especially
those who spoke during the March 28 revolt. After hearing the news, prisoners under the
leadership of the “Executive Committee” started a revolt. Several prison officials
attempted to pacify the prisoners but failed. The revolt escalated into a crisis situation.
Left with no choice, prison officials quickly solicited the help of the Lagos Police Riot
Squad. Within a few hours the police squad led by the Superintendent of Police held their
post in front of the prison yard. Prisoners defended themselves by throwing stones and
other prison materials at the uniformed men. The situation got so intense that the
Superintendent of Police had to call for more reinforcement. Meanwhile two European
officials continued to talk to the representative of prisoners. Negotiations between the
“Executive Committee” and prison officials broke down because some prisoners went
berserk after they caught site of another police team called in to assist the riot squad.
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These prisoners moved into swift action; they broke down trees and forcefully opened the
prison workshop in order to obtain weapons.713
Seeing that the situation was going out of hand, the Inspector General of Police
entered the prison to negotiate with prisoners. The Executive Committee refused to yield
to his plea but threatened to cause more disorder if the police moved too close. The
Inspector General of Police left the prisoners when Brittain Long, the Acting Director of
Prison, arrived on scene to manage the crisis. The “Executive committee” told Long that
they would negotiate with him on the condition that all uniformed men were removed
outside the prison. Immediately, Long sent word to the Inspector General of Police who
ordered all his men out of the prison yard. After a long discussion, Brittain Long
brokered a deal with the prisoners and order was restored to the prison.
The peaceful interlude, however, did not last long because prisoners refused to eat
their “chop” and enter their cells. They made it clear that they would obey orders on the
condition that the Acting Director invited three dignitaries including Dr Nnamdi Azikwe,
the Mayor of Lagos and the Minister of Social Welfare to the prison to consult with them.
The fact that prisoners requested for the presence of a frontline nationalist and a social
welfare officer shows that they aware of social and political developments in the country.
They were aware of the developmental plans initiated at that time by the colonial
government. Also, they followed closely the nationalist activities of Nnamdi Azikwe.
Brittain Long, who was called in the second time, told the prisoners that he could not
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promise to get the dignitaries to meet with them on a short notice. He noted, however,
that he was willing to request the presence of the Chief Secretary to the government.
Prisoners told Long that they would wait outside their cells until the Chief Secretary
arrived.714
The Chief Secretary accompanied by the Administrative Secretary arrived after
some hours. He told the prisoners that he was responsible to the House of Representatives
for prison matters and that prisoners should direct their complaints to the Visiting
Committee appointed for the month. Members of the “Executive Committee” told the
Chief Secretary to summon the members of the Visiting Committee at once. They
insisted that prisoners would not eat their food or return to their cells until the Committee
members arrived. Before the end of the afternoon shift, members of the Visiting
Committee including Mr McDavidson, Inspector General of Education, Mr Esau, General
Secretary of the Teachers’ Union and the Administrative Secretary to the government
arrived at the Lagos convict prison. Prisoners spoke through their Chief Secretary who
addressed prisoners as the “Council of Ministers.” He complained about the ration and
quality of food supplied in the prison.715 After listening to the prisoners’ spokesman, the
Prison Visiting Committee informed prisoners of their plans to commence a special
hearing session in the prison the following morning to review all complaints.
At the hearing, prisoners were represented by members of the “Executive
Committee.” They complained about the way prisoners were treated by penal officials.
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Furthermore, they made many demands including the following: the right to bath at
morning unlock, the removal of Mr Nosika, the Assistant Superintendent of Prison from
Lagos Prison, the issue of additional blanket, removal of sheet metals from cell doors,
urgent action for the variation of ration diets, extra food pans and the cancellation of
certain transfer orders.716 In addition, the “Executive Committee” comprising of Pedro
Olushola, Abe Alesin, Raufu Palmer, Lawrence Nwosu and Akanbi Jagua asked the
Prison Visiting Committee to sign an undertaking to the effect that prisoners’
representatives would not be transferred to other prisons or victimized in any way by
prison officials. It is not clear whether members of the Prison Visiting Committee signed
the undertaken but available evidence suggests that they promised to consult with the
Acting Director of Prison and other government officials concerned with prison matters
and then get back to the prisoners the following month.717
In the aftermath of the revolt, prison officials found it difficult to exercise
authority over prisoners mainly because members of the “Executive Committee” assumed
control of the prison. They ordered their fellow inmates around, threatened warders and
encouraged subtle forms of resistance in order to undermine the authority of the
Superintendent of Prison. In addition, they threatened prison officials through letters
which they left in open spaces where they could be easily located during routine
inspection. Here is a sample of a letter written by an unidentified prisoner:

BNA, CO554/589 “Report by Prison Visitors on the Disturbances in the Lagos Prison on the 17th April,
1952 with Related Observations and Recommendations.”
717 Ibid.
716

352

Mr.A.A. Brittain-Long,
Ag. Inspector-General,
Prison Dept., Lagos

Prisoners
H.M Prisons;
Broad Street, Lagos

Copy to: A.E.T Benson, Esq.,
The Chief Sec. to the Govt.,
Nigerian Secretariat
Lagos.
Mr. Mozaik,
Attorney General
Legal Depart.,
Lagos.
Mr A. Booth
Inspector of Prisons,
H.M Prisons, Lagos
Dear Sir,
Much we had been waiting impatiently to see how you would finalize or
create amicably, peace between us and the Authorities for the past several days, but you
appear to be somewhat interested in the newly introduced system of our drastic sufferings
which is beyond the tension of justice.
In this view, we are now telling you with one voice being the Responsible
Administrator of this Dept, and as a good British Race, that lest the withheld privileges
and facilities are forthwith reinstated within fourteen days (14 days) as a necessary
peaceful precaution, we shall be compelled under any circumstance to create war which
is likely to cost lives.
It was never asserted in our warrants from the court that we should be
condemned, for even Imprisonment itself is a sort of punishment, and we are never
expected to come and die here owing to the unwarranted system of handling us, whereas
there are European Prisoners here who enjoyed indifferently to their home living, at such
we do not want trouble, for those of us you had half killed and seriously wounded, we
shall not revenge.
But, if you feel that the new ordinance you enforce yourself could be a safety to
you, let us leave and see. We emphasized deeply, we cannot bear this any longer. Come
whatever the direction of torturing us, we shall become stubborn when we commence,
and we must thereby revenge upon the Authorities and Officials who had mercilessly
beaten our brothers, and we Wish that the Police Forces and Fire Brigade be present in
the next even.
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If you take this letter to be a joke continue the presents system Ignorance is
verbosity. We do not want A.S.P Hobb. He is damn useless.
Yours,
Prisoners718
An official government report noted that in the weeks after the revolt members of
the Executive Committee became more conscious of their power and influence.
Consequently they conducted themselves in a manner which suggested immunity from
discipline. On different occasions, prisoners pushed the authority of warders and other
prison officials to the limit. Their success in a series of trial of strength with authority
eventually led to the outbreak of the most violent and dramatic prison revolt in Nigeria’s
colonial history.
The revolt, which lasted for two days, commenced on the 16th of April 1952. On
this day, a Chief Warder was informed by a prisoner that certain prisoners were
considering staging a revolt in the Lagos convict prison. In an attempt to get more
information, the warder spoke to convict Abe Owolabi Elesi, a member of the “Executive
Committee” who was described to be of “subversive tendencies.”719 Elesin denied
knowledge of the event but later consulted with Pedro Olushola, the most vocal member
of the Executive Committee. Olushola evaded reply to questions about the revolt but
expressed anger over a statement made by Brittain Long, the Acting Director of Prison,
which was published in the West African Pilot. During an interview, Long informed
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pressmen that in spite of the disturbances in the Lagos convict prison, prisoners still
enjoyed a number of privileges. He mentioned that long term prisoners with good
conduct were given two shillings monthly and that all prisoners were permitted to read
newspapers. In addition, he stated that inmates were taught various vocations such as
tailoring, carpentry, book binding and weaving towards their later rehabilitation on being
released.720 As far as Olushola was concerned, the statement was a gross
misrepresentation of facts. He regarded the statement as an attempt on part of prison
officials to deceive the public into believing that prisoners lived under favorable
conditions.
If Olushola’s reaction to the statement made by the Acting Director of Prison is
taken at face value, it is then possible to argue that certain penal reformative schemes
introduced by Robert Dolan were only effective on paper. It is not clear how prison
officials in the Lagos convict prison managed Dolan’s remunerative scheme. What is
clear, however, is that the earning scheme had limited application due to lack of funds.
Also, prisoners lived under deplorable conditions in the Lagos convict prison. The prison,
which was built in 1872 to accommodate 350 prisoners, held over 714 prisoners in the
1950s. No attempt was made to erect new buildings. Thus, prisoners lived in
overcrowded communal cells.
The Chief Warder dismissed all the allegations made by Olushola. He wondered
why an incorrigible and erratic prisoner could express anger over benefits reserved only
for well behaved prisoners. He continued his duty without referring the matter to any of
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his superiors. All prison procedures continued as usual until prisoners’ feeding time. It
was reported that some minutes before 4 p.m, Mr L.B Simes, Superintendent of Prisons,
went to the Prison Kitchen to check the ration allowances given to prisoners in the ‘A’
Block and to supervise the Cook.721 The Cook test-weighed ground nuts and prisoners
who were already on queue watched in astonishment as Simes monitored each
measurement. Simes’ close supervision made many prisoners angry. Nevertheless, sixty
of them received their “chop” and retired to their block without making any comment.
After being briefed by prisoners, Pedro Olushola and Raufu Palmer, both
members of the “Executive Committee” rushed to the kitchen to queue for food. When it
was their turn to receive food, they raised their voices at the Cook. Simes reproached
Palmer and Olushola for making a big scene. He asked them to moderate their voices and
address the Cook appropriately if they had anything to say. Palmer then turned to Simes,
pointed at him very closely with a forefinger and then spat fragments of his food on his
face. Taken by surprise, Simes wiped his face and told Palmer that he was behaving like a
lunatic. This comment enraged Palmer. He turned to other prisoners and shouted: “You
heard that, he called me a crazy man; I’m a human being.”722 When he returned to Block
‘A,’ he addressed his fellow inmates as “Russian Comrades” and told them that he fought
for their rights. Meanwhile, Olushola continued to create a scene. He climbed a grill to
address Simes. He said: “We do not want you in this prison, if you come tomorrow you
will die, you will see, you will die.” When he returned to Block ‘A’ he told the Russian
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comrade that Simes referred to all prisoners as “Black Monkeys.”723 Enraged by the racist
comment, prisoners in the block began to shout “no work tomorrow.”724
Simes took action. Unlike the Chief Warder, he reported the prisoners to the
Acting Director of Prisons. In response to the report made to him by Simes, the Acting
Director of Prisons met with prison officers in order to decide on a course of action to
preserve order and security the next day. It was decided that the police should be
informed that their assistance might be required to control prisoners the following
morning. Second, senior officers including Mr A. Clark, Inspector of Prisons in Charge,
Major A. Booth, Superintendent of Prisons, Mr. L. B Simes and Mr W.A Hobbs,
Assistant Superintendent of Prisons were directed to report for duty as early as 6 am the
next morning. Third, it was decided that prisoners would be unlocked in batches not
exceeding twenty five in number for the purpose of washing and to take their early
morning meal and that having done this they would return to their cells and be locked in.
Fourth, it was decided that after washing and feeding had been completed, warders would
send prisoners to their workshops in batches. Fifth, it was decided that prisoners in “A”
cell Block would be unlocked in small batches to wash and return to their cells and that
during this process opportunity would be taken to segregate subversive elements and
those prisoners suspected of inciting unrest.
While prison officers were concluding their plans, prisoners of ‘A’ Block who
were released out of their cells by night patrol warders held an open meeting on the
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compound of ‘J’ Block. Pedro Olushola, who took the lead during the meeting, directed
Jagua, another convict, to read in English the comment made by Brittain Long in the
West African Pilot and then instructed three other prisoners to translate the content of the
report into three different local languages: Yoruba, Hausa and Ibo. Surrounded by other
members of the ‘Executive Committee,’ Olushola told the crowd that Long’s statement
was misleading and non-factual. Contrary to the published statement, he asserted,
prisoners were denied access to daily papers. He mentioned the names of well behaved
long terms prisoners who received no form of payment from prison officials.
During the meeting, members of the “Executive Committee” raised other issues
related to amenities and the general living conditions of prisoners. They encouraged
prisoners in other prison wards to join them in some form of protest although the exact
format of the demonstration was not revealed. Available evidence suggests that not all
prisoners thought that an open act of defiance was the right strategy for dealing with
prison authorities. Audu Amizanko and Owolabi Elesin, for instance, thought that the
plan was unwise since prison authorities were already aware that a revolt was scheduled
for the next day. During the course of the meeting, night guards and warders tried to
persuade Block ‘A’ prisoners to return to their cells but failed. Prisoners continued to
deliberate. It was not until 9 p.m after setting an agenda for the next morning that they
voluntarily returned to their cells.
The next morning prison procedure began normally. W.A.Hobbs, Assistant
Superintendent of Prisons, arrived very early for routine inspection. He was still giving
instructions to his junior staff when suddenly he heard noises coming from the first floor
358

of Block ‘A.’ He later discovered that between 7 am to 7.30 am, certain prisoners in ‘A’
Block escaped from their cells. Reportedly, the prisoners engaged in a number of illicit
activities. They broke cell doors and opened up steel grilles. Also, they used broken locks
bed boards and latrine pans to fight with warders who were attempting to prevent them
from releasing prisoners in other wards from their cells and breaking through the two exit
gates of the prison.725
Prison officials tried as much as possible to prevent prisoners in other blocks from
joining those in the ‘A’ block. This process enraged prisoners. Those who were already
released joined the protest. When prison officials realized that there was little they could
do to control prisoners, they decided to station warders at the prison gates in order to
prevent prisoners from rushing out of the prison yard. In retaliation, prisoners threw
padlocks, pieces of bed board, bolts, feeding pans, pieces of blanket saturated in urine
and excreta and the contents of latrine pails at the Superintendents and Warders in
position at the two gates. While the struggle for the prison gates ensued, Mr Booth, a
Superintendent, received a wound in the leg from a thrown knife. Mr Clark, Inspector of
Prison, decided to call in the two police units and members of the Fire Brigade who were
already stationed near the prison. A police squad proceeded to the gates in order to
prevent prisoners from breaking out of the prison yard. The other squad assisted by the
Fire Brigade entered the prison yard and after some hours in what seemed like a battle of
will, members of the police force succeeded in subduing prisoners and restoring order.
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The April 17 revolt in the Lagos convict prison resulted in significant property
damage and serious injury. Casualties included prison officials, members of the police
force and prisoners. At the end of the three-hour long riot, ninety two prisoners sustained
injuries. Of this number nine were admitted in the hospital for bone fractures, two for
major head injuries and one for subconjunctival hemorrhage.726 Eight police officers and
fifteen warders sustained minor injuries. In addition, three senior prison officers were
injured during the revolt. The most serious case being that of Major Booth who collapsed
after being hit in the face by a heavy prison padlock.
The Colonial government decided to set up a Commission of Inquiry to investigate
the nature and cause of the revolt, especially after several local and international
newspapers reported that members of the police force used dangerous instruments such as
hose pipes and tear gas in the attempt to subdue prisoners and restore order. 727 Members
of the Committee included W. Fowler (Deputy Administrator of the Colony), E.E Esua
(General Secretary Nigerian Teachers Union), L.P. Ojukwu O.B.E (Private Transport
Owner) and D.E Faulkner (Senior Welfare Officer). In achieving its objectives, the
Committee interviewed prison officers and over seventy prisoners. In addition, they drew
evidence from prison records including the diary of the Superintendent, Prison Visitors
book and Complaint book. After weeks of reviewing all available evidence, the
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Committee submitted a report titled “Report by Prison Visitors the disturbance in the
Lagos Prison on the 17th of April, 1952.728
In the report, the Committee noted that “the disorder in Lagos prison on the 16th
and 17th April was attributable to the leadership of a gang of prisoners who, by a process
of sustained intimidation and violent action and encouraged by willfully false press
publications, had acquired a certain measure of control over part of the prison.”729 In
addition, the Committee noted some other contributory factors including the following:
overcrowding and prison congestion, inadequate amenities, weak physical infrastructures,
inadequate prison staff and failure on the part of prison officials to curtail prisoners’
insubordination.
In the report, the Committee recommended a complete overhaul of the Lagos
prison administration as a measure for improving discipline among prisoners and
enforcing complete compliance with prison regulations and rules. Some other important
recommendations include the following:
•

Imposition of hard labour and other means of employing prisoners reasonably and
usefully.

•

Adoption of a modern and proper classification system.

•

Constitution of a committee to consider alternatives to prison sentences such as
suspended sentence, adult probation and payment of fines.
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•

Educating Prison Visitors on their duties and laws dealing with prisoners.

•

Amendment of laws to allow prisoners gain access to local newspapers.

•

Demolition of the Lagos Convict Prison.

•

Construction of a central Nigerian prison to accept from all parts of the country
recidivists and prisoners with bad records.

•

Construction of a smaller prison in the Lagos district to accept short term
prisoners sentenced in Lagos courts and to accommodate certain category of
prisoners including debtors, special class prisoners and persons awaiting trial.

•

Reduce intimacy between prisoners and warders.

•

Prevent easy communication between prisoners and the public and reduce the
opportunities for introducing authorized articles into the prison.730
All prison revolts that occurred in Southern Nigeria from 1862 to 1956

demonstrate the existence and importance of prisoners’ agency. More importantly, the
revolts show that prisoners were not passive or docile bodies. Prisoner challenged penal
authority, fought for their rights, expressed their grievances, threatened prison staffs and
undermined penal discipline. In addition, they engaged in what James Scott referred to as
“everyday symbolic forms of resistance” such as refusing to obey orders and exchanging
verbal abuses with prison officials. Prisoners participated in prison revolt even though
they understood that the act contravened prison rules and carried heavy consequences
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such as the loss of remission, physical punishment and transfer to distant prisons. They
played significant roles in the informal social network that emerged in colonial prisons.
As during the colonial period, in the post-colonial era prisoners continue to assert
their agency by planning and participating in revolts. Historical data on the post-colonial
era contain information on several revolts organized by prisoners. To cite a few
examples, in February 1984, prisoners rioted at the maximum security prison in Lagos to
protest unfair treatment.731 In 2001, 397 inmates in Awka prison revolted to protest poor
feeding. They discovered that some prison officials pilfered food stuff from prison
stores.732 In 2005, inmates in Ikoyi Prison organized a riot to protest the transfer of
certain inmates. The riot resulted in the death of over twenty prisoners.733

Escape as Resistance
During the colonial period, resistance to imprisonment took many forms.
Ordinary prisoners expressed resistance and asserted their agency not only by planning
and staging revolts, but also by escaping from prison. The colonial archive contains a lot
of information that shows that many prisoners with long and short terms of imprisonment
escaped from prisons. This enormous body of data questions the validity and potency of
Eurocentric cliché on African prisoners.
Many European officials and writers made the following assumptions about
imprisoned colonial subjects. First, they claimed that prisoners were naturally
731
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submissive. Thus, prisoners did not see the need to challenge penal authority or escape
from prison. Major St Orde Brown supported this notion of the “submissive African” in
his study. He stated that “the natural habit of obedience to authority which characterizes
that African leads to a philosophical acceptance of the situation, attempts at escape being
this rare except on the part of hardened offenders.”734 Second, European officials held the
view that Africans enjoyed the vicinity of prison. Gilbert Carter, a British administrator
who served as Governor of the Colony of Lagos stated:
Crucifixion is not a pleasant sequel to the unlawful
acquisition of a pot of palm oil, but a few months’
residence in Lagos prison, which is far more comfortable
and well regulated than any King’s palace, is a welcome
change as a fresh experience with regular meals. But for
the isolation at night and a wearisome exercise known as
‘shot-drill,’ there would be a scramble for cells which
Lagos would find it hard to satisfy.735
Frederick Lugard also subscribed to this popular view. In his book titled The Dual
Mandate he recorded that on one occasion a prisoner ran away from prison. The single
constable in “charge ran after him, and failing to capture him and fearing the
consequences, he laid down his rifle and equipment and bolted himself, whereupon a
prisoner marched his fellow-convicts back to prison, bringing the constable’s arm with
them.”736 This story was very popular in official circles. Alexander Patterson questioned
the legitimacy of the story when he visited Nigeria in 1943. For him, the fabricated story
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showed more than anything else that European officials were contemptuous and
intolerant of imprisoned colonial subjects.
In the case of Southern Nigeria, prison flight occurred regularly. It was the most
consistent form of resistance to the carceral element of colonial rule. The first colonial
prison, as chapter two of this study reveals, was closed down because prisoners escaped
through the mud walls in the middle of the night. Sometimes prisoners escaped
individually or as a group. Prisoners easily escaped from prisons as a result of the
following: first, colonial penal architecture lacked features that make a prison escapeproof. There were no high walls, hidden tunnels or security devices such as barbed wire
and fences with razors. Second, most colonial prisons lacked adequate prison staffs.
Thus, in the absence of night watch guards or round the clock guard placement, it was
easy for prisoners to break out of the prison. Third, unlike what obtained in colonial
India, prison officials did not document the miniature and physical feature of prisoners.
The Bertillonage system, an identification scheme which combines descriptions and
photographs with sets of anthropometric measurements was not adopted in Southern
Nigeria during the colonial period. 737 Prisoners escaped based on the conviction that
prison authorities lacked the necessary data needed for indentifying them in the free
society.
Available evidence shows that there were numerous successful escapes. To cite a
few, in 1924, Umukoro, a convict who was sentenced to death for the murder of a woman

737

Claire Anderson, Race, Criminality and Colonialism in South Asia (New York: Berg, 2004), 3.

365

Uruwo escaped from Warri prison and was never recaptured.738 In 1958, three prisoners,
Michael Obi, Benedict Ezeoke and Young Onyiokwere escaped from Enugu prison. They
were never captured. ”739 The colonial record also shows that not all escapes were
successful. Some prisoners were not so lucky. They were caught and returned to prison.
In 1939, for instance, police officers caught and arrested Sanni Adekunle, a convict who
escaped from the Native Authority prison in Ijebu-Ode. 740
There were instances in which individuals who escaped from prison were recaptured only after being arrested for committing a different crime. In January 1931, the
Lieutenant Governor considered the case of Onokueriemu, a prisoner who was convicted
for burglary in the Provincial court at Warri in 1921 and sentenced to fourteen years in
prison. He escaped from lawful custody. After seven years, he was arrested for
possession of stolen articles. Prison officials did not even know that he was an escaped
convict until he was identified by another inmate.741 In 1950, convict Lamidi Alabi,
while serving a sentence of twelve months, escaped from Badagry prison. While at large,
he committed another offence and was sentenced to another twelve months in prison.742
Table 9 shows the number of prisoners who escaped and were recaptured in Southern
Nigeria from 1915-1937.
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Year

Number of Escapes

Numbers of Recapture

1915

258

160

1916

252

127

1917

0

0

1918

237

135

1919

180

127

1920

199

131

1921

28

23

1922

204

125

1923

171

123

1924

179

100

1925

164

122

1926

181

125

1927

137

105

1928

111

95

1929

182

98

1930

127

111

1931

192

90

1932

132

97

1933

96

74

1934

88

81
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1935

88

64

1936

89

63

1937

87

72

Table showing the number of prisoners who escaped and re-captured in
Southern Nigeria from 1915-1937 (Source: Annual Report on the Prison
Department of Southern Nigeria, 1915-1938)

Prisoners developed different strategies for escaping from colonial prisons. Some
prisoners dug through mud walls using different objects such as fragments of feeding
pans and toilet pails. Some prisoners simply broke through thatched roofs. The most
popular form of escape in the case of Southern Nigeria occurred while prisoners were
employed for labor duties outside the prison environment. In his review of penal affairs
in Ibadan for the year 1899, the Resident stated that escapes were not infrequent mainly
owing to the geographical feature of the surrounding country where prisoners were
employed for work. Prisoners found it easy to escape in areas with thick bushes and tall
grasses.743
Reporting on the high number of prison escapes in 1914, a penal official noted
that
Practically all escapes take place when parties are woodcutting in the jungle, working upon farm-lands, engaged
in road-making, or employed in similar labour where
mechanical restraint cannot always be applied; and, the
close nature of the country, with its dense under growth,
greatly facilitates men standing away unobserved. But,
the native warders are no means blameless in this matter,
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as they are undoubtedly lacking in vigilance and exhibit
little ability in organizing their gangs.744

It is true that warders and prison officials sometimes facilitated prison escapes by
either failing to perform their duties or by revealing official information to prisoners.
Many warders were imprisoned during the colonial period for negligence. In 1927, Imana
Osebeme, a warder at the Lagos convict prison, was sentenced to serve three months in
prison because a convict escaped from his labor gang at the District officer’s yard at
Badagry. Adamu, the escaped convict, was later recaptured by the police and then
sentenced to serve nine months in addition to his previous sentence.”745 In October 1928,
Yesufu Ogbomosho was sentenced to six months in the convict prison at Calabar by Mr
G.Tracey Watts, Acting Police Magistrate, for allegedly permitting a convict to receive
money. The accused who was a warder was in charge of a gang of prisoners working in
the ground of the Hope Waddell Institute. It was proved that he allowed one of his gang
to enter the kitchen of the bungalow belonging to William Macgregor to receive a lump
sum of money from an unidentified person.746
Prisoners escaped from prisons for several reasons. Some could not adjust to the
hard and difficult realities of prison life. Prisoners who felt victimized by inmates and
prison officials often escaped. Convict Onuigbo stated in his letter addressed to the
Governor of Nigeria that he escaped from prison because he thought that the sentence
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handed out to him in court was too severe.747 In 1926, Alabi Waniwo, a convict in the
Lagos prison, explained in a letter that he escaped from custody three times because he
felt that he was given a harsh sentence by the president of the Abeokuta Native Court.748
In 1929, Musa Baouchi noted, in a letter addressed to the Governor General, that he
escaped from Ibadan prison because he was sentenced for another two years for breaking
up a fight between two prisoners. 749

Other Subtle forms of Resistance
Apart from escaping, prisoners undermined the coercive power of prison
authorities by engaging in different passive and subtle acts of resistance such as feigning
illness, committing suicide, breaking prison rules, reporting warders and engaging in
destructive behaviors such as self mutilation and suicide. Prisoners studied and observed
prison regulations. Thus, they discovered many loopholes in penal laws that worked to
their advantage. For instance, prisoners feigned illness because they were aware of the
privileges accorded to sick inmates. Prison regulations allowed for the early discharge of
sick prisoners who were likely to die before completing their sentence or afflicted with a
terminal or infectious illness that could endanger the lives of other inmates.750 Until the
1930s criminal lunatics in prisons were granted remission of sentence provided such a
lunatic does not cause bodily harm on other inmates. Chike Agbu, a journalist who was
747
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incarcerated in the Lagos convict prison for publishing seditious statement in the mid
1950s, stated in his prison memoir that hundreds of prisoners reported sick daily in the
prison yard.751 He stated that some “criminals feigned madness in order to defeat the
course of justice.”752
Prisoners feigned illness for several reasons. It offered them the opportunity to
escape prison brutality or avoid prison labor. Some prisoners used it as a strategy for
getting immediate medical attention or as a means of receiving special food from the
prison infirmary or hospital. For many prisoners, pretending to be seriously ill was just
part of a larger scheme to escape from the prison yard. Many prisoners escaped after
being transferred to hospitals in the city. A.B Stilla, a Hungarian convict, escaped from
the Lagos convict prison a month after he was admitted. A few days later, he was caught
and returned to the prison by police escorts. Stilla decided to feign madness until he was
released from prison or transferred to a prison in his home country. Unfortunately,
Stilla’s strategy failed because at that time there was no Hungarian Consul in Lagos to
take up his case. After spending a few days in the European hospital, the prisoner was
returned to prison to complete his sentence.753
Available evidence suggests that a number of prisoners in Southern Nigeria used
suicide as a strategy for resisting official authority. However, suicides rates were very
low in colonial prisons. The following table shows the number of prisoners who
committed suicide in Southern Nigeria prisons from 1913 to 1936.
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Year

Number of Suicides

1913

5

1914

1

1915

1

1916

0

1917

0

1918

3

1919

3

1920

1

1921

3

1922

2

1923

8

1924

1

1925

1

1926

0

1927

2

1928

0

1929

2

1930

4

1931

2
372

1932

2

1933

0

1934

2

1935

1

1936

3

Table 10:

Table showing the number of prisoners who committed suicide in
Southern Nigeria prisons from 1913-1937 (Source: Annual Report on the
Prison Department of Southern Nigeria, 1913-1936)

Local newspapers from 1940 to 1950 featured stories of suicidal prisoners. The
Daily Service, for instance, reported the case of convict Hamman Ibufrance who tried to
commit suicide in the Lagos convict prison because he could not stand the shame of
imprisonment.754 The West African Pilot featured the story of Ishola Thomas who
attempted to commit suicide in the Lagos convict prison.755 It is important to point out
that some prisoners engaged in this form of self-destructive behavior because they were
mentally ill. A prison visitor reported the case of a prisoner who was placed under
medical observation after three suicide attempts. The prisoner, according to the prison
visitor, was a melancholic character who spoke to no one in the prison yard. 756
In addition to feigning illness and committing suicide, prisoners asserted their
agency and undermined official power by breaking prison rules. Offences against prison
rules included the following: assault on a prisoner or prison officials, disorderly behavior,
754
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receiving or having in possession contraband article, refusing to be searched, stealing
prison materials, making frivolous complaints, idleness and negligence at work, walking
in the prison yard without an escort, accepting or giving out food ration and use of
insulting or threatening language. Prisoners broke prison rules even though they were
aware that their actions attracted severe penalty including solitary confinement, forfeiture
of marks, reduced diet and corporal.
In his prison memoir, Agbu observed that punishment meted out to prisoners
may be a cut in the food rations for a period of days, or a
cut of some days of weeks of remission which is never
automatic, or a couple of strokes of the cane. Sometimes
it may be a lock up in the cell where the offending
prisoner will remain day and night without seeing the sky
for a number of days. The last punishment is the most
dreaded by prisoners. It makes them act like semi
lunatics.757
Prison officials dealt with obstreperous and incorrigible prisoners by transferring
them to prisons located in distant locations or with tight security control. In 1940, the
Divisional officer in charge of Ikorodu prison called for transfer of two prisoners, Yekini
Amodu and Salawu Alabi, to the Lagos convict prison on the grounds that both men were
insubordinate and encouraged other prisoners to behave in a disorderly manner.”758 In
1938, the Acting District Officer for Epe Division transferred Joseph Opolu, Benjamin
Chukwuma, Frederick Adeyemi, Samuel Adekunle, Michael Okozie, Daniel Aderibigbe
and Sule Olonade (all convicts) to the Lagos convict prison because “they made it their

757

Agbu, I am an Ex-Prisoner, 80.
NAI, Comcol 1/ 298, “Divisional Officer to the Commissioner of the Colony of Lagos: Transfer of
Prisoners,” May 13, 1940.

758

374

business to stir up trouble in the small prison at Epe.” These prisoners, as indicated on
their transfer warrant, conspired with prisoners, refused their food and attempted to beat
up a third class warder, Edwin Omenukwa.759
Many prisoners used letter writing as a strategy for resisting domination in
colonial prisons. Here is an extract from a letter written by convict German Oche to the
Chief Secretary to the colonial government to protest against unfair treatment in prison
and report the brutality of prison officers:
I was convicted on Monday 14th May, 1945, and I have
offended neither the Chief Warder nor the Superintendent
of Prisons. The Chief Warder has some grudge for me
since the time I was awaiting trial because I wrote a letter
of complaint to the Police Magistrate complaining about
the treatment given to remand prisoners by the Chief
Warder in December, 1944. For this reason, the Chief
promised that he will molest my life whenever I come to
the Prison, and at present, he is trying to fulfill his
promise.
On my conviction, he advised Superintendent to
put me in close confinement without any offence. The
prison is a reformatory as said by Mr. John Howard and
confirmed by the late Chief Secretary to the Government
Mr. C.C Wooley, when he came as a visitor to this Prison
in 1935. But Mr Dean is trying to give it a wrong
interpretation. He treats prisoners badly even as
slaves...offences against Prison regulations by prisoners
should be referred to the Superintendent of Prisons, who
is the man amongst the staff to award punishment, but
warders take it upon themselves to inflict punishment
without the permission of the Superintendent of Prisons.
They flog and slap prisoners at their own accord…I
implore Your Honour to consider my present position, a
man confined in solitary confinement for one month
759
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without better food, without exercise, and his movements
restricted.760

Illiterate prisoners who could not write adopted a different strategy; they reported
warders to Prison Visitors or to judges at the Court. In 1944 when the Chief Secretary to
the Government visited the Lagos convict prison, convict No.M.P.95 Emmanuel Adeleye
complained that his personal property amounting to approximately £71 was stolen by a
warder of the Abeokuta Native Administration Prison. He asked for government
assistance for its recovery. The Chief Secretary called for an investigation and ordered
the transfer of the said prisoner to the prison where his items were stolen.761 In 1926,
when Chief Obasa and Mr Archer served as Prison Visitors, a prisoner told them that
prison officials pilfered prison food and denied prisoners feeding pans.762 In 1926, two
awaiting trial prisoners, Yesufu and William reported to the judge during their trial that
they were chained by prison warders for seven days and were not allowed to take their
bath in the river.763

Prison Sub-Culture
In order to move beyond the theoretical opposing binaries, that is the paradigm of
domination and resistance, it is important to examine how prisoners coped with and
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adjusted to incarceration through the creation of what sociologists refer to as prison subcultures. There are basically two dominant sociological theories on prison sub-cultures.
The first, the deprivation model, developed by Gresham Sykes and Donald Clemmer state
that a prison sub-culture emerges as prisoners’ reaction to conditions of confinement
imposed by prison officials. Gresham Sykes pointed out in his study that prison subcultures evolve, in the attempt, by inmates to cope with “erosion” of personality
structure.”764
John Irwin and Donald Cressey developed what has become known as the
Importation model. They challenged the notion that inmate culture emerges behind prison
walls. Instead, they contend that inmate sub-culture was brought into the prison from the
outside. In addition, they argued that influences such as age, class and social background
affect the ways prisoners react to or cope with confinement. 765 Both analytical
frameworks are equally important; they are particularly useful for understanding how
inmates in Southern Nigeria prisons adjusted to incarceration by developing a distinctive
set of informal norms, languages, values and behavioral patterns.
During the colonial period, prisoners in Southern Nigeria developed a special
form of vocabulary which sociologists refer to as “Prison Argot.” Argot is a special
distinctive language developed and used by prisoners to communicate with each other.
Prison argot serves as a secret language used by prisoners to conceal information from
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prison officials. Prison argot indicates that prisoners see themselves as part of a distinct
community. In his prison memoir titled I am an Ex-Prisoner, Chike Agbu noted that
prisoners in the Lagos convict prison communicated using a distinct language. According
to him, “the words commonly used were English but the meaning was essentially native
only to the inhabitants” of the prison. Unfortunately, Agbu did not give examples of such
words. He noted, however, that prison warders taught him the language. This implies that
prison officials were conversant with the argot.766
Most prisoners adapted to and coped with institutional life through a process of
recreational fraternization.767 Chike Agbu noted in his memoir that prisoners formed
different recreational groups in Broad street prison. Prison officials banned and later
disbanded these societies after they discovered that prisoners “converted the opportunity
to that of hopping about the premise transacting business contrary to prison rules.”768
Although social gathering was discouraged, prisoners still found a way to entertain
themselves. He stated:
I had expected to meet drooping heads in continual
repentant mood criminals with frozen tongues and lost
appetite. But contrary-wise, it was a band of singing
Nightingales with appetite as sharp as the razor edge.
Occasionally, they lapsed into their native songs as weird
as some of them were and danced rhythmically to the
clatter of their leg irons. It was interesting to watch them
dance. They swayed and wriggled violently shaking their
heads with articulating hands responding equally
violently. Their legs they could not move voluntarily
easily without the fetters doing a great injury to their
766
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ankles. They raised them cautiously with strides equal to
the length of the chains that joined them together. As an
amusement it was comparatively entertaining to the little
colony of murderers. They enjoyed it and derived solace
to counter the boredom of the life which their criminal
indiscretion had thrown them.769
Homosexual relations developed as part of prison sub-culture in Southern Nigeria
during the colonial period even though it was regarded as “the unnatural” offense. Prison
officials dealt severely with prisoners who were sexually involved with someone of the
same sex because it was an infraction of prison rule and also because it was an act
frowned upon by members of the free society. In 1928, convict Ota Oji was sentenced to
two years in prison by Justice Webb in the Calabar Supreme Court for committing the
“unnatural offense” with a juvenile. After his conviction, Oji applied for the remission of
sentence but his application was not approved by the Governor of Nigeria because three
prisoners testified that they were present when he was having sex with the juvenile. Here
is a copy of his letter:
H.M Prison
Calabar
2-6-28
His Excellency
The Governor
Lagos,
Rex vs. Ota Oji
Your Excellency,
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I have the honour most respectfully to submit my humble petition before your
Honourable Bench which goes as follows:
Your servant is the accuse in this case, I beg to approach your Honour with these
facts, that this case which I am accused of this unnatural offence is a lie, I have
done no such thing. I was convicted here on the month February 1927 for another
offence and in the month of June I saw this boy sent to Calabar prison as transfer.
I knew this boy even in his father’s house when I was trading in their town Itu
Mbuso, I was sorry to see him and I started helping him in his needs that is as
foodstuff. After expiration of his time he was detained here for seven days being a
transfer prisoners waiting for the Launch. On Monday morning when he was
passing to his breakfast I called and advice the boy to sit quite with his father and
wait until my discharge because it was near time. When I was thus peaking, I saw
Warder Adeleye Okure come in and whip the boy and asking him what he want
there? and the boy answered that he has been advised by me, the warder took this
boy before Chief Warder and reported that I was having a mind of committing
unnatural offence with this boy. I was called and asked whether I have done such
a thing? I answered No! and the boy was asked whether he knew anything of what
the warder is accusing him? The Boy said No! He knew nothing of such a thing
since he is not a woman.
So the Chief asked warder Otu Asuquo to look at the boy’s rectum, he looked and
find nothing nor any sign of which such an offence has been committed. The
Chief Warder asked me what did I call the boy for? I told him I was only advising
him to sit quite with his father, I was taken again to Court and charged with
committing unlawful offence, the case being committed to the Upper Court, I was
detained for two months and five days after the expiration of my first sentence on
the 27th of February 1927, while the boy has been sent home. On the 2nd of May
1928 I was taken before Court and Judged. I gave my statement and all the Crown
witness have given theirs nothing was found guilty in me except when I told the
Judge that “I have called the Boy”? So I was sentenced for two years penal
servitude for calling the boy to give an advice. This warder Adeleye was my old
enemy, it was through his cause that I have been flogged seventeen lashes and
seven days strong confinement in the cells…..So through this case I want your
Excellency to have mercy upon me.
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I called the boy your Excellency not for anything more than the advice I was
giving him, not committing any of such an infernal crime imposed upon me,
which it has never been heard in our part nor elsewhere.
So through this case I want your Excellency to have mercy upon me in releasing
or reduction of time because I am innocent in this case although a sinner.
I have the honour to be
Sir
Your obediently Servant
Ota Oji”770
Weak prison infrastructure encouraged the development of homosexual relations.
The practice was difficult to control considering the fact different category of prisoners
lived together in communal cells. Chike Agbu alluded to deviant sexual behavior in
Broad street prison. He wrote that prisoners “played all sorts of unprintable pranks that
Prisons Authorities were compelled to keep three or one man in a cell but never two.” 771
Some prisoners coped with imprisonment by colluding with warders. During the
colonial period, warders were little better than prisoners. To borrow the words of Chris
Anyanwu, “the prison keeper and the people he kept shared the same manners, same
instincts, same air, same space, same food; only one was caged and the other was not.772
Prisoners benefitted from the complicity in several ways. For instance, they were able to
receive privileged information. Warders also benefitted from their relationship with
prisoners. Some warders delivered letters and messages on behalf of prisoners at a token
fee. Chike Agbu noted that it was a general practice among prisoners that whenever they
770
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were on outside duty they would leave their work post to beg on the streets. Warders,
who allowed them to stray, often received their commission from alms given to prisoners
by members of the public.773 In a study, Alan Burns, a colonial administrator, shared the
story of a notorious burglar who was convicted and committed to a provincial prison to
serve a long sentence. While serving his sentence in prison, he persuaded some warders
to release him at night to carry on his profession on the understanding that they would
receive a share of his takings. The warders received £30 each time the prisoner returned
to the prison yard until the plot was discovered by European officials.774
Available evidence shows that many warders were fired from their jobs for
colluding with prisoners. For example, in 1954, the Divisional Officer of Oshogbo
dismissed ten warders because they committed the following offences: leaving night
guard without the permission of a superior officer, reporting late for duty, sleeping on
duty and conspiring with a prisoner to obtain prohibited articles.775 Warders colluded
with prisoners mainly because they received a meager salary that came with little or no
benefit.
It is important to note that relations between prisoners and their keepers were not
always cordial. Chike Agbu noted in his memoir that conflict become inevitable when
staff members apprehend prisoners whose activities violate prison rules. He explained
that the relationship between “prisoners and warders were never cordial; they were like
those between a dog and a hyena, barking every time at each other and prepared to
773
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devour at the slightest opportunity.”776 Prisoners, as Agbu noted, often targeted and
inflicted bodily harm on guards who habitually reported or documented their illicit
activities or transactions.777
Prisoners adjusted to and coped with imprisonment by participating in
underground trade in the prison yard. Prisoners smuggled and sold prohibited items.
Chike Agbu confirmed the existence of a black market in Lagos prison. He stated:
Living among criminals for the first time in my 36 years I
was rather involuntarily amused by their pranks and
antics. They perform such odd things and regale in
absurdities that suggest a total collapse of their mental
faculty. Pilfering is the commonest past time and cannot
be classed as one of the oddities. A prisoner can even
pilfer your eye if your winking is slow! But the funniest
practice is the method of smuggling into the prison yard
those articles which by Prison regulations are forbidden in
the premises. Some of the articles are cigarettes tobacco,
newspapers and money. But stranger than fiction, these
items circulate freely, though clandestinely, among the
prisoners. A prison official told me (It was later
confirmed by the prisoners) that those items, with the
possible exception of newspapers, are carried in the anus
of the prisoner whenever he goes to town on gang duty. In
his cell, before the anxious comrades in crime, he releases
a deep breath and the parcel falls out automatically. He
begins to retail them, sometimes at double the current
price.778
The underground market in Lagos prison, as Agbu described in his memoir, was
highly organized and it involved virtually all prisoners. Prisoners who worked in the
kitchen sold stolen food items from prison stores including salt, garri, yam, soup, sugar,
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meat and fish. Cigarette was the prison legal tender. Apart from prisoners, prison officials
including warders, cooks, night guards and technical instructors participated in the
underground trade.

Conclusion
This chapter accorded agency to ordinary prisoners who were imprisoned during
the colonial period. It shows that prisoners reacted differently to the carceral element of
colonialism. Some engaged in acts of open resistance such as planning and organizing
revolts, sit-in strikes and riots. Some prisoners undermined penal authority by engaging
in passive forms of resistance such as committing suicide, writing protest letters, feigning
illness, escaping and reporting warders.
This chapter also reveals the different sub-cultural responses that developed in
colonial prisons. Prisoners adjusted to prison life by forming societies, building an
underground trading network, engaging in deviant sexual behaviors and colluding with
warders. Prisoners in Southern Nigeria, as this study reveals, were not passive beings.
Through their actions, they re-defined the limits of disciplinary power. Their actions also
put to question Eurocentric theories and assumptions that deny marginalized groups their
agency and their place in the shaping of social institutions.
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Conclusion
This study has brought to the fore several themes related to the culture of
imprisonment and practice of penal institutionalization in Southern Nigeria from 1862 to
1955. It traces the origin of the colonial prison system and argues that colonial prisons
served as instruments of power used by Europeans for repressing opposition to colonial
rule, harnessing cheap labor and ridding the society of unwanted populations. More
importantly, the study challenges dominant Western theories and colonial ideologies that
represent African prisons as docile bodies. Ordinary prisoners, as the study shows,
reacted to the carceral element of colonialism by organizing revolts, sit-in strikes and
riots. They also engaged in subtle forms of resistance such as feigning illness, committing
suicide and escaping from prison. Prisoners also developed a sub-culture in the attempt to
accommodate, adjust to and cope with the pains of imprisonment.
The Nigeria prison system is plagued by serious problems such as overcrowding,
inadequate staff and lack of infrastructure. These problems, as the study shows,
developed during the colonial era. Colonial prisons served as custodial institutions. They
were not envisioned as therapeutic spaces where prisoners could be reformed into
respectable and hardworking citizens. The legal and prison system that operates currently
in Nigeria is essentially a colonial legacy. Nigerian leaders who took over the realm of
political administration following the termination of colonial rule hardly made any
substantial contribution to the development of the prison system in Nigeria. In the postcolonial era, prisons continue to serve a deterrent and repressive purpose. They are sites
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where the worst forms of human right abuse and degradation take place. Colonial records
show that Nigerian leaders adopted the strategy used by European officials. They used
the prison as a tool for repressing and silencing those who opposed their authority or
criticized their policies.
The history of Nigerian prison is a new field that is yet to attract the attention of
scholars. Historians need to embrace this field of inquiry to research on other interesting
themes such as the experience of special category prisoners such as lunatics, awaiting
trial prisoners, women and children. Nigerian historiography will definitely benefit
immensely from studies on imprisonment and stigma in the colonial and post-colonial
period. There is an urgent need for studies on public attitude towards prisoners and penal
reform in Nigeria. Prisons are site of memory. In 2010, the Lagos state government
decided to rehabilitate and convert Broad Street prison, which was closed down in the
mid 1970s by the military government, into a modern museum and park. Presently, the
new park receives tourists and visitors within and outside Lagos. There is a need for
public historians to raise questions on this site. In process of transforming this historic
site into park, whose memory has been preserved and whose memory has been lost? Does
the site provide an inclusive view of the past?
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