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thriving Confederation in southeastern Nigeria, its influence

stretching across vast regions, fueled by trade, spirituality, and
military might—this is the story of the Aro Confederacy, centered in
Arochukwu, the last independent confederation and kingdom in
Nigeria to fall to British colonial rule in 1902. From the 17th century,
the Aro people, an Igbo subgroup, built a powerful political and
economic union, dominating trade and wielding spiritual authority
through the Ibini Ukpabi oracle. But by the early 20th century, British
imperial ambitions clashed with Aro resistance, leading to the
Anglo-Aro War, a conflict that marked the end of an era. Let’s journey
through the rise of this remarkable confederacy, its fierce defiance,
and its eventual fall, a pivotal moment in Nigeria’s colonial history.

01

The Rise of the Aro Confederacy
and Arochukwu’s Power

The Aro Confederacy emerged around 1640, orchestrated by the Aro
people in Arochukwu, now in Abia State, southeastern Nigeria.
Following the Aro-Ibibio Wars, the confederacy became a formidable
alliance of Igbo-speaking communities, extending its influence across
Eastern Nigeria, the lower Middle Belt, and parts of present-day
Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, and northern Gabon during the 18th
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and 19th centuries. Arochukwu was its heart—an economic, political,
and spiritual center, home to the Ibini Ukpabi oracle (known as the
“Long Juju”), the Aro King (Eze Aro), and the central council
(Okpankpo).

The confederacy’s strength lay in its trade networks and military
alliances with neighboring Igbo and Cross River states like Ohafia,
Abam, Abiriba, Afikpo, Ezza, Item and Nkanu. The Aro dominated the
slave trade, supplying slaves to riverine Igbo merchants at markets
like Oguta, Onitsha, and Bonny, and later transitioned to palm oil
exports as the slave trade waned. They established powerful kingdoms
like Ajalli, Arondizuogu, and Ndikelionwu, often named after Aro
commanders such as [zuogu Mgbokpo, who conquered Ikpa Ora to
found Arondizuogu. The Ibini Ukpabi oracle was a spiritual
cornerstone, enforcing authority, settling disputes, and attracting
pilgrims, though it was also linked to controversial practices like
enslaving those who sought its intervention.

02

Tensions with the British and
the Anglo-Aro War

By the late 19th century, British colonial ambitions, led by the Royal
Niger Company, clashed with the Aro’s economic dominance and
religious influence. The Aro resisted British penetration, fearing the
loss of their trade monopoly and the threat of Christianity to their
oracle’s authority. From the 1890s, the Aro and their allies launched
offensives against British allies in Igboland and Ibibioland, with a
significant attack on Obegu in 1901, where 400 people died, marking
their last major offensive before the war.

After failed negotiations, the British, under Sir Ralph Moor, planned

the Aro Expedition in 1899, though it was delayed until 1901 due to
insufficient manpower. In November 1901, British forces, led by Lt.
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Col. Arthur Forbes Montanaro with 87 officers, 1,550 soldiers, and
2,100 carriers, advanced on Arochukwu from four axes—Oguta,
Akwete, Unwana, and Itu. Despite fierce resistance from Aro forces,
who lacked modern weapons, Arochukwu fell on December 28, 1901,
after four days of intense fighting. The Ibini Ukpabi shrine was
allegedly destroyed, though some sources claim it survived and exists
today as a tourist site.

Battles continued into early 1902, with a decisive British victory at
Bende, a powerful Aro kingdom, in March 1902. The Aro Expedition
officially ended three weeks later. Aro leaders like Okoro Toti were
arrested and executed, while Eze Kanu Okoro, the Eze Aro, went into
hiding before his eventual capture.

03

The Last Independent Kingdom
Falls

The fall of the Aro Confederacy in 1902 marked the end of the last
independent confederation and kingdom in Nigeria under British rule.
The British dismantled the confederacy, integrating its territories into
the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria, established the previous year.
This victory allowed the British to consolidate control over
southeastern Nigeria, though resistance persisted in areas like Afikpo
(1902-1903) and Ezza (1905). Igboland’s lack of centralized
leadership made complete British control elusive, leading to annual
pacification missions to assert dominance.

The British justified the war as a campaign to end the slave trade and
alleged Aro practices like human sacrifice, but many Igbo historians
argue it was driven by economic motives to secure trade routes and
resources like palm oil. The Aro king’s official website describes the
attack as “unwarranted,” motivated by British economic interests
rather than humanitarian concerns.
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Legacy of Arochukwu and the
Aro Confederacy

The fall of Arochukwu in 1902 was a turning point, but the Aro legacy
endures. The Eze Aro title persists as a ceremonial role, recognized by
Nigeria as one of eight Paramount rulers, symbolizing Aro pride.
Arochukwu remains a historic town, attracting tourists to sites like the
Ibini Ukpabi shrine and slave trade relics. The Aro’s influence on
trade, governance, and spirituality shaped southeastern Nigeria,
leaving a cultural imprint that resonates today.

The Anglo-Aro War highlights the complexities of colonial
encounters—resistance, adaptation, and loss. For the Aro, it was the
end of an era, but their story is a testament to the resilience of Igbo
culture in the face of imperial ambition.
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