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he Arochukwu Oracle, also known as Ibini Ukpabi or the “Long

Juju,” was the heart of the Aro Confederacy, a powerful group led
by the Igbo people in southeastern Nigeria from the 1600s to the early
1900s. Based in Arochukwu, now in Abia State, the oracle was more
than just a religious place—it was a key tool for managing trade,
settling disputes, and guiding wars. People saw it as a divine judge,
able to speak for Chukwu, the Igbo Great Spirit. This gave the Aro
people the power to build a “spiritual empire” that shaped the
economy, society, and politics of Igboland and nearby areas. This
article gives a detailed look at the oracle’s beginnings, its roles in
trade, justice, and war, its cultural importance, and its fall.

01

Igboland Before the Aro

Before the Aro Confederacy, Igboland, which covers modern
southeastern Nigeria, didn’t have kings or central leaders. Villages
were run by elders, groups of men organized by age, and respected
title-holders. People worshipped local gods like Ala, the earth goddess,
and followed advice from oracles like Agbala in Awka. In the 1500s,
big changes came. Ironworking spread, making better tools and
weapons. The Atlantic slave trade also grew, with Europeans buying
slaves and crops like yams from coastal towns like Bonny and Calabar.
These changes created opportunities for a group like the Aro to
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become powerful.
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Omu Aro (Aro Confederacy Emblem).

02

How the Aro Confederacy
Started

The Aro Confederacy began around 1650-1700 after a series of fights
called the Aro-Ibibio Wars. Igbo settlers, led by the Eze Agwu clan,
clashed with the Ibibio people in the Arochukwu area. The Igbo were
struggling, but they got help from Nnachi, a priest from the Edda clan,
and fighters from the Akpa group, who lived east of the Cross River.
The Akpa brought guns, which were new and powerful. Together, they
defeated the Ibibio and founded Arochukwu. By 1690-1720, the Aro
Confederacy was formed, uniting 19 villages with Arochukwu as the
main center. The Eze Aro (king), a council called Okpankpo, and the
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oracle’s priests worked together to lead, which was unusual in
Igboland’s leaderless society.

LA

Aro Confederacy, kingdom and influence, circa 1900.

Ibini Ukpabi, which means “Drum of the Creator God” in Ibibio, was
located in a sacred cave in Arochukwu’s thick rainforest. The cave had
special places like the Throne of Judgment, where decisions were
made; the Stream of Blood, which looked scary; the Hill of Rags,
where people left clothes; and the Tunnels of Disappearance, where
some people vanished.
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Ibini Ukpabi Oracle

Unlike other Igbo oracles that served local gods, Ibini Ukpabi was tied
to Chukwu, the Great Spirit who created everything. This was rare
because Igbo people believed Chukwu didn’t need a physical shrine.
The oracle’s priests, called Dibia, were experts in rituals, using things
like palm fronds and kola nuts to share the oracle’s messages. Its fame
for being fair and powerful made it the most important spiritual place
in the region.
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The sacred cave of Ibini Ukpabi, meaning “Drum of the Creator God” in Ibibio, nestled in Arochukwu’s dense

rainforest.
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The eerie Stream of Blood in the Ibini Ukpabi cave, a chilling feature that added to the oracle’s fearsome
reputation in Arochukwu.

03

Arochukwu’s Great Location

Arochukwu was perfectly placed for trade. It sat near Enyong Creek, a
river that connected to the Cross River, linking the Igbo lands to
coastal towns like Bonny, Calabar, and Opobo. These towns were
where Europeans traded with Africans. The river acted like a highway,
letting the Aro move goods like slaves, palm oil, yams, and cassava
easily. From the 1600s to 1800s, the slave trade was huge, and the
Aro got rich by buying slaves and crops from inland villages and
selling them to coastal traders. Big markets at places like Oguta Lake,
Onitsha, Abonnema, and Bonny were under Aro’s control.
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How the Oracle Helped Trade

The oracle was a big part of Aro trading. People who came to ask the
oracle for help paid with goods like palm oil, gin, kola nuts, or even
slaves during the slave trade’s peak. Some stories say the priests
tricked visitors, saying they were guilty or calling them osu (shrine
slaves) so they could be sold or kept as workers. Whether these stories
are fully true is debated, but they show how the oracle made the Aro
wealthy. The oracle also made trade deals feel safe by giving them a
spiritual blessing, so people trusted each other. Aro traders travelled
far, setting up villages like Arondizuogu, Ndikelionwu, and Ajalli
across Igboland. They married local women to build strong ties,
keeping trade routes safe and spreading Aro influence.

05

Changing Trade After Slavery

When Britain banned the slave trade in 1807, the Aro didn’t stop
trading—they switched to selling palm oil and palm kernels, which
Europe needed for soap and machines. The oracle’s power helped the
Aro stay in charge of these new markets. They worked with coastal
towns like Opobo to keep trade flowing. This ability to adapt kept the
Aro strong until the British took over.
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Wedgwood anti-slavery medallion created as part of an anti-slavery campaign by Josiah Wedgwood, 1787

06

Acting as a Supreme Court

Ibini Ukpabi was like the highest court in Igboland. People brought
big problems to it, like murders, witchcraft claims, land fights, or
family disputes. They believed Chukwu spoke through the oracle, so
its decisions were final. The cave’s creepy features, like dark tunnels
and a stream that looked bloody, made it seem magical and scary. If
someone was found guilty, they could be enslaved, killed, or
“disappear” in the tunnels. Innocent people went home, often feeling
blessed. By solving these problems, the oracle stopped fights between
villages from turning into bigger conflicts.
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Working with Igbo Traditions

Igbo justice was about fixing problems, not just punishing people.
Elders and title-holders usually handled disputes in villages, but the
oracle took on cases too big for them. The Igbo idea of Ofor na Ogu,
which means fairness and truth, guided the oracle’s decisions. For
example, when Igbo people stopped seeing twins as bad, the oracle
started accepting them, showing it could change with the times. The
Eze Aro and Okpankpo council made sure the oracle’s rulings fit with
Igbo values, balancing spiritual and everyday leadership.

08

Questions About Fairness

Some people think the oracle wasn’t always fair. Stories from British
colonial times say priests made fake rulings to get slaves, using the
tunnels to hide people they sold. These stories might be partly true,
but the British also wanted to make the Aro look bad to justify taking
over. Others say the oracle had to be fair, or people wouldn’t have
trusted it for so long. The truth is probably a mix: the oracle was a
holy place that helped people, but it also helped the Aro gain power
and wealth.

09

Building Strong Allies

The Aro didn’t have a big army of their own, but they worked with
tough warrior groups like Ohafia, Abam, Abiriba, and Edda. These
allies were skilled fighters, and the Akpa gave them guns, which made
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them even stronger. They raided villages to get slaves, protect trade
routes, or punish enemies. The oracle said these raids were Chukwu’s
will, making them seem right. Aro leaders like Izuogu Mgbokpo and
Okoro Idozuka led attacks, conquering places like Ikpa Ora and
starting new villages like Arondizuogu. The Abam’s war dance, called
Ikpirikpi Ogu, became popular among other groups, showing how Aro
culture spread.

10

Choosing Peace Over War

The Aro didn’t want big wars—they preferred talking to solve
problems. The oracle helped settle fights between villages, keeping
things calm. Aro traders, backed by the oracle’s reputation, made
deals with non-Igbo groups like the Efik and Ibibio, ensuring safe
trade routes. This mix of small fights and lots of diplomacy helped the
Aro stay in control without needing to conquer everyone.

11

Standing Up to the British

In the late 1800s, the British started causing trouble for the Aro. They
spread Christianity, which called the oracle pagan, and tried to stop
the slave trade, which hurt Aro’s wealth. In 1901, Aro warriors, led by
Okoro Toti, attacked Obegu, a town that supported the British, killing
400 people. This led to the Anglo-Aro War (1901-1902). British troops,
led by Lt. Col. Arthur Montanaro, used powerful guns called Maxim
guns to capture Arochukwu in December 1901. They destroyed the
oracle’s shrine in early 1902. The Aro fought bravely, with leaders like
Eze Izuogu leading guerrilla attacks, but the confederacy fell by
March 1902.
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Sociopolitical and Cultural Impact

12

A Spiritual Empire

The Aro didn’t rule land like a typical empire. Instead, they controlled
trade and spiritual life through the oracle. They set up villages across
Igboland, the Niger Delta, Cameroon, and even Equatorial Guinea.
These villages, led by Aro people, followed Arochukwu’s ways,
blending with local communities through marriage and trade. The
oracle solved disputes between villages, keeping things stable so trade
could thrive. This made the Aro the most powerful group in the region
without needing a big army.

13

Cultural Importance

The oracle had a big impact on Igbho beliefs. It made Chukwu, the
Great Spirit, feel closer by tying him to a physical shrine, which was
unusual for the Igbo people. Its rituals, like using kola nuts and palm
fronds, became part of Igbo culture. Today, Arochukwu’s Ikeji festival
celebrates Aro history and sacred Ofor trees still stand for truth and
justice. The oracle’s stories are passed down in songs, dances, and
community gatherings.

14

Women’s Roles

Aro society was mostly led by men, but some women had important
roles. Female priests helped run the oracle, and women traders like
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Nne Mgbokwo built big trade networks, showing women could be
powerful, too. The oracle also handled family disputes, giving women
a chance to speak up, which was rare in such a male-led society.

15

The British Takeover

The Anglo-Aro War ended the oracle’s power. The British destroyed
the Ibini Ukpabi shrine, killed leaders like Okoro Toti, and arrested
Eze Kanu Okoro. Arochukwu was taken into the Southern Nigeria
Protectorate under British rule. Some Aro kept fighting, using
guerrilla tactics in places like Afikpo (1902-1903) and Ezza (1905).
There are stories that priests kept the oracle alive in secret, holding
rituals in caves in Okigwi into the 1920s.

16

British Stories and Bias

The British wrote reports calling the oracle cruel, saying it was all
about slavery and human sacrifice. Missionaries like John Taylor and
colonial officers spread these stories to make the Aro seem evil,
justifying their conquest. But these accounts might not tell the whole
truth. Modern researchers say the oracle did more than just
slavery—it kept peace, solved problems, and held Igboland together.

Today, the Arochukwu cave is a UNESCO heritage site that is visited
by tourists and researchers. It includes the Long Juju Slave Route,
which shows the sad history of the slave trade and the Aro’s strength.
Igbo traditions like Ofor na Ogu, which stand for fairness, still carry
the oracle’s ideas. The Eze Aro’s palace and the Ikeji festival keep Aro
culture alive, with dances, songs, and stories about the oracle.
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Arochukwu Cave. Photo: Nigeria Galleria

Some people think the oracle was a trick, with priests making up
rulings to get slaves for the Aro. Colonial records support this idea,
but they might be biased. Others believe the oracle was truly fair, or
people wouldn’t have trusted it for centuries. The truth is likely both:
the oracle was a sacred place that helped Igboland stay peaceful, but
it also helped the Aro get rich and powerful. This mix of faith and
strategy made the oracle unique.

17

Compared to Other Systems

The oracle was similar to other African systems, like the Yoruba’s Ifa
oracle or the Ashanti’s Golden Stool. These all mixed religion with
power to control regions. However, the Aro stood out because they
focused on trade and peace, not owning land, which fit Igboland’s
no-king society.
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Nature and Technology

Arochukwu’s thick rainforest and natural caves made the oracle seem
magical, adding to its power. The Akpa’s guns and iron tools from
Awka blacksmiths gave the Aro an advantage in war and trade. These
tools helped the oracle’s influence spread far.

19

Modern Views

Some Igbo people see the oracle as a proud part of their history,
showing how smart their ancestors were. Others, influenced by
Christianity, think it’s a dark past best forgotten. Efforts to fix the
cave and bring tourists show a push to celebrate Igbo heritage,
fighting back against old British stories that called the oracle evil.
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