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bi Samuel Okosi I, widely known as Obi Onitsha ‘Sammy’ Okosi I,

holds a unique place in the history of Onitsha as its first
Christian monarch. His ascension to the throne in 1899 marked a
significant turning point in the interplay between indigenous
traditions, colonial influence, and religious transformation in
southeastern Nigeria. Emerging as Obi after the death of Obi
Anazonwu, Samuel Okosi I's reign reflected the complexities of a
society navigating the pressures of colonialism, Christianity, and
cultural continuity.
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A group of children in front of who appears to be Obi Samuel “Sami” Okosi, Obi Okosi I, the Catholic Obi of Onicha
from 1901 to 1931. Photographed by Herbert Wimberley, c. 1903-18. Cambridge University Library.
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Background and Ascension to
the Throne

Samuel Okosi I’s rise to power was completely tied to British colonial
interests and the growing influence of Roman Catholic missionaries in
Onitsha. After the death of Obi Anazonwu in 1899, the British colonial
government played a decisive role in the selection of Okosi, favoring a
ruler who aligned with their administrative and religious goals. Okosi,
a convert to Christianity, was seen as a figure who could bridge the
gap between traditional Onitsha leadership and the new order
introduced by European powers.
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“Sami [Obi Okosi I], the Catholic king of Onitsha and his council of old pagan chiefs” h Lower Niger Catholic
Mission postcard.
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European-Style Regalia and
Symbolism

During the early years of his reign, Okosi adopted European-style
royal regalia, reflecting the colonial and Christian influences that
shaped his leadership. A striking photograph from around 1913 shows
him dressed in this regalia, flanked by portraits of King George V and
Queen Mary of Teck. These images symbolized his connection to the
British monarchy, emphasizing the colonial administration’s
endorsement of his leadership.

However, Okosi later transitioned to more traditional Onitsha regalia,
a strategic move to enhance his legitimacy among his people. This
shift signified his recognition of the need to balance colonial
expectations with the cultural and spiritual values of his subjects. By
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embracing traditional attire, Okosi reaffirmed his role as a custodian
of Onitsha’s heritage while maintaining his Christian faith.
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Leadership and Challenges

As a Christian monarch, Okosi’s reign was marked by efforts to
reconcile the demands of colonial governance with the preservation of
indigenous customs. He played a crucial role in introducing Western
education and modern governance practices to Onitsha, working
alongside missionaries to promote literacy and social development.

“Onitsha Chiefs.” Centred, in a European bicorne hat(?), appears to be Obi Samuel “Sami” Okosi, Obi Okosi I, the
Catholic king of Onicha from 1901 to 1931. Photo from ¢. 1910-1911.

However, his leadership was not without challenges. Traditionalists in
Onitsha viewed his Christian beliefs and close ties to colonial
authorities with suspicion, leading to tensions within the community.
Okosi’s ability to navigate these tensions demonstrated his political
acumen and commitment to fostering unity in a rapidly changing
society.
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Legacy

Obi Samuel Okosi I'’s reign laid the groundwork for the modernization
of Onitsha while preserving its rich cultural heritage. His unique
position as both a Christian and a traditional ruler exemplifies the
complexities of leadership in colonial Africa. By adopting and later
modifying European symbols of power, he demonstrated an adaptive
approach to governance that resonated with both colonial authorities
and his subjects.

“[Elder] Omenyi, dances in the chamber with some other Otu Odu
women, holding her Peace Fan in her right hand. The black Horsetail
Switch (normally carried in the mourner’s left hand) is draped over
her shoulder as she dances.” Obi Okosi II Burial, 1962, Richard Neal
Henderson. Today, Okosi is remembered as a pioneer who skillfully
balanced the demands of colonialism, Christianity, and traditional
Onitsha values. His legacy continues to inspire discussions about the
role of African monarchs in the colonial and post-colonial eras, as well
as the enduring interplay between tradition and modernity in African
societies.
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