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A hebi Ugbabe (?–1948) was the first and only female warrant chief
(king) in colonial Nigeria, and possibly Africa. Born in

Enugu-Ezike, an Igbo community in southeastern Nigeria, in the late
19th century, Ahebi’s journey from a local girl and commercial sex
worker to a village headman, warrant chief, and ultimately, a king,
remains a remarkable tale of resilience and ambition.

Her rise to power was facilitated by her strategic relationships with
British colonial administrators, who appointed her as a Native Court
member in 1930. With her intelligence and leadership skills, she
assumed traditionally male roles, including taking multiple wives, a
practice typically reserved for men, and ruling over her community
with unprecedented authority. Ahebi was renowned for her spiritual
prowess and was popularly known as “Agamega,” meaning “Female
Leopard,” a title that signified strength and courage.

Despite her success, Ahebi’s attempt to further assert her authority by
introducing her own masquerade, a sacred ritual reserved exclusively
for men led to fierce resistance from the community. This challenge
ultimately marked the decline of her reign, as she was unable to fully
recover from the backlash. Understanding the cultural complexities of
her society, Ahebi took an extraordinary step by performing her own
funeral while still alive, ensuring that she received the honour she
believed she deserved.

Upon her death in 1948, Ahebi Ugbabe received a quiet and
understated burial, reflecting the challenges she faced in breaking
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societal norms. However, her influence endured, and she was later
deified as a goddess in her mother’s hometown, becoming a symbol of
power and defiance in Igbo folklore. Today, her story continues to be
told through Enugu-Ezike songs and parables, cementing her legacy
as a trailblazer for women in leadership.

Ahebi Ugbabe’s life challenges traditional gender roles and reflects
the complex interplay between colonial rule, gender dynamics, and
indigenous cultural practices in Nigeria. Her story serves as an
inspiring example of resilience, ambition, and the quest for gender
equality in patriarchal societies.
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