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IMAGE Umu Agbogho Etche (young
maidens of Etche) dancing and

chanting with nzu (white chalk),
symbolizing spirituality in Igbo
culture, during the Etche New Yam
Festival.
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Etche men of Ulakwo in delight during the Etche New \'(a\m Festival - Nwoko Uochukwu
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n the lush, green landscapes of Etche, a dynamic Local
Government in Rivers State, Nigeria, The Food Basket of Rivers
State—coming alive with the rhythmic beat of drums and the colourful

swirl of masquerades under the warm August sun. This is the Afara
Etche New Yam Festival, a captivating cultural event that transforms
Etche into a stage of tradition, community pride, and Igbo resilience.
Picture the community buzzing with families reuniting, the air filled
with the aroma of yam dishes, and the community gathering to honour
their heritage—held annually in August, this festival is a vibrant
showcase of Igbo culture in the heart of Rivers State. Etche a people
made of 12 clans namely; Igbo (Igbo-Etche), Ofeh, Ohim, Oyoro,
Ozuzu, Ulakwo, Umuselem, Mba, Okehi, Ighodo, Obite and
Igbo-Agwuruasa. It’s a time when Etche shines, drawing locals,
diaspora, and cultural enthusiasts to witness a celebration that blends
ancestral rites with a festive spirit.

Ozi lkoro - African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 03



ETCHE FESTIVAL OZIKORO.COM - 04

01

A Tradition Rooted in Harvest
and Community

The Afara Etche Festival, while not as widely documented as some
Igbo festivals, emerges from the rich cultural tapestry of the Etche
people, an Igbo subgroup in Rivers State’s Etche Local Government
Area. Though specific historical origins are passed down through oral
tradition and lack extensive written records, it shares same
similarities with the New Yam Festival (Iri Ji or Ike Ji) celebrated
across Igboland, suggesting a foundation in thanksgiving for the yam
harvest. The name “Afara” may reflect a local term for gathering or
community, aligning with the festival’s role as a unifying event, while
“Etche” ties it to the region’s identity. Celebrated annually in
August—often around mid-month—it coincides with the end of the
rainy season, a time when early crops like yam are harvested.
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Tuber of yams in display at Okehi Etche New Yam Festival. - Njoku Given

Historically, such festivals served as communal rituals to thank
Chukwu Abiama (the Supreme God) and ancestral spirits for a
successful planting season, praying for continued prosperity. In Etche,
a town known for its farming and proximity to the Imo River, the Afara
Festival likely evolved to reflect these agrarian roots, fostering unity
among its 12 clans—Akpoku, Chokota, Egwi, and others. The blending
of indigenous practices with Christian influences, common in this
predominantly Christian region, has shaped its modern form, making
it a cultural celebration rather than a purely spiritual rite.
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Preparing for the Cultural
Harvest

Preparation begins in early August. Families gather yams, the
festival’s centerpiece, and women cook traditional dishes—pounded
yam, pepper soup, and palm wine—while men craft masquerades in
secret. These figures, adorned with raffia, feathers, and painted
masks, represent ancestral spirits and are a festival highlight. The
community sets the date, often aligning with the market days or
harvest peak, with elders ensuring it honours both tradition and the
agricultural calendar.

e
S ——

.

Elders honour the first yam and shares it as Dr. Uzodinma Nwafor participates in 2024 annual Etche new yam
festival grand finale.

The days before build excitement with preliminary dances and
community clean-ups, welcoming indigenes returning from Port
Harcourt, Abuja, Lagos, or abroad. By mid-August, Etche is
alive—towns decorated, homes open, and hearts ready for a day of
celebration that blends ancient rites with modern joy.
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A Day of Dance, Feasting, and
Unity

The Afara Etche Festival unfolds over a single day, typically in
mid-August, starting with a morning ceremony where community
leaders offer prayers to thank ancestors and God for the harvest. The
first yam is presented and shared, marking the official start of the
eating season, a moment of communal bonding.
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Mmanwu masquerade on display at the Etche Annual New Yam Festival at Umuakuru, Ulakwo - Nwoko
Ugochukwu

The streets then erupt with masquerade parades, their dances a mix
of grace and energy that delight the crowd. These figures, rooted in
Igbo Mmanwu, Owu, Ekpe masquerade traditions, perform to the beat
of drums and ogene gongs, with children chasing them and adults
tossing coins in appreciation. Cultural performances—traditional
dances and storytelling—fill the day, showcasing Etche’s artistic spirit.
Food stalls serve yam dishes and palm wine, fostering a festive
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atmosphere that extends into the evening with music and feasting.

Ekpe Masker on display at the Etche New Yam Festival.
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A Festival with Purpose and
Challenges

Afara is Etche’s cultural lifeline. The masquerades connect the living
to their ancestors, reinforcing Igbo values of gratitude and
community. It unites the 12 clans, pulling indigenes home and
attracting tourists who marvel at its vibrant displays. The festival also
boosts local pride, with leaders encouraging cultural preservation
amidst modern influences.
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Chokocho drummers in Etc

Economically, it spurs tourism, filling local markets, though it faces
challenges. The region’s proximity to oil-rich areas like Oyigbo
(Obigbo) has brought security concerns, with occasional tensions
affecting festivities, as seen in past years. Some Christian factions
question the masquerades’ spiritual past, but Etche’s people view it as
a cultural celebration, adapting to maintain its spirit with enhanced
security measures.
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Etche: A People of Culture and
Resilience

Etche, part of Rivers State, is a rural hub known for farming and its
strategic location near the Imo River and Oyigbo. With 12 clans and a
history shaped by trade and migration, it contributes to Rivers’
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cultural diversity. The Afara Festival amplifies this legacy, drawing
visitors to its vibrant streets.

Tourists love the festival’s energy—music, dances, and masquerade
displays—pairing well with nearby Port Harcourt’s attractions. For

Etche, it’'s a chance to shine, a vibrant reminder of its roots.
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A Festival That Endures

As the drums fade and the masquerades depart, Afara leaves Etche
glowing. It’s a thanksgiving, a reunion, and a cultural triumph all in
one. In a changing world, this festival holds firm—a testament to Igho

resilience. This August, the rites will resume, the dances will flow, and

Etche will welcome all. If you're in Rivers State, follow the
beat—you’ll find a celebration that’s pure magic.
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Etche women drummers during the Etche New Yam Festival.
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