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Natives of Asaba: Outside a pagan village, Lower Niger. Photo by G. F. Parker, 1890s.
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A saba, located on the western bank of the Niger River, played a
pivotal role in the early colonial administration of British Nigeria.

As the British expanded their control over the territories previously
governed by the Royal Niger Company, they reorganized
administrative divisions to establish a structured system of
governance. The city became a central administrative hub, serving as
the location for a Consular Court and forming part of the broader
Central District within the British Protectorate.
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Administrative Divisions and
Colonial Control
According to Lieut.-Col. A. F. Mockler-Ferryman (1902), the British
colonial administration divided the newly acquired Niger territories
into four main districts:

1. Western District – Comprising the western portion of the Niger
Company’s former territory.

2. Central District – Encompassing the main Niger River and its
adjacent lands, with Asaba as a key administrative center.

3. Eastern District – Covering the regions east of the Niger River.

4. Cross River District – Governing areas along the Cross River and
surrounding regions.

These divisions were designed to facilitate British control, ensuring
efficient governance and oversight. Asaba’s strategic position on the
Niger River made it an important administrative hub, connecting
British trade, judiciary, and governance with the broader Nigerian
hinterland.
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A group portrait of unidentified individuals, captured by a Royal Niger Company employee between 1886 and
1895. Based on similar photographs, they are likely from the Asaba or Onitsha area. Source: Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge.
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Native Courts and Indigenous
Councils
A significant aspect of British colonial administration in Asaba and its
surrounding areas was the establishment of Native Courts of Justice.
These courts were a crucial component of indirect rule, a system
through which British authorities sought to govern through existing
traditional structures. Mockler-Ferryman (1902) notes that these
Native Courts were “thoroughly successful,” allowing local leaders to
participate in governance under British supervision.

The introduction of Native Councils further reinforced this approach.
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These councils were composed of local chiefs and influential figures
who assisted British administrators in maintaining order, adjudicating
disputes, and implementing colonial policies. By incorporating
indigenous structures into their governance framework, the British
sought to legitimize their rule while reducing the costs and manpower
required for direct administration.
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Impact of British Rule on Asaba
Asaba’s designation as a Consular Court location sites its importance
in the colonial judicial system. The court handled cases involving trade
disputes, land ownership issues, and conflicts between locals and
European traders. This legal framework helped consolidate British
economic dominance, ensuring that colonial laws governed
commercial transactions and land agreements.

Moreover, the expansion of British administrative control brought
infrastructural developments, including roads, communication
systems, and increased commercial activities along the Niger River.
However, these changes often disrupted existing socio-political
structures, leading to tensions between traditional authorities and
colonial administrators.

At the turn of the 20th century, Asaba stood at the intersection of
traditional governance and British colonial administration. As the
British solidified their rule through administrative restructuring, the
introduction of Native Courts and Councils played a crucial role in
maintaining control while incorporating indigenous systems of
governance. Despite the perceived success of these institutions,
British rule brought significant changes to local power dynamics,
economic structures, and legal systems, setting the stage for further
colonial expansion in Nigeria.

Mockler-Ferryman, A. F. (1902). British Nigeria. London: Cassell &
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Company.
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