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Miners 70 Years Later

By Idenze Ezeme - Historical Studies - Ozikoro.com

he Iva Valley Massacre, also known as the Enugu Colliery

Massacre, was a tragic event that took place on November 18,
1949, in Enugu, Nigeria. During this incident, British colonial police
opened fire on unarmed coal miners who were protesting against poor
working conditions, killing 21 people and injuring 51 others. This
massacre became a significant turning point in Nigeria’s labour
movement and its fight for independence.
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Background of the Iva Valley
Massacre

In the early 20th century, Nigeria was under British colonial rule. The
British established coal mines in Enugu, particularly in the Iva Valley,
to extract coal for industrial use and export. These coal mines were
operated by the Enugu Colliery, which was owned by the colonial
government. The Nigerian coal miners who worked there faced harsh
conditions.

- Extremely low wages: They were paid far less than British workers
doing similar jobs.

- Dangerous working conditions: They worked in deep underground
tunnels with poor ventilation, which exposed them to harmful gases
and frequent accidents.

- Lack of medical care: Many workers suffered from lung diseases
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and other health issues due to the coal dust.
- No job security: They could be dismissed without notice or
compensation.

The frustration among the miners grew over the years. In 1945, they
went on strike to demand better wages and working conditions.
Although the strike led to slight improvements, the colonial
administration did not address the core problems. By 1949, tensions
had risen again, and the miners were determined to fight for their
rights.
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The Strike and Protest

- 03

In November 1949, the miners decided to take action once again. They

demanded:

- Payment of salary arrears (delayed wages).

- Increase in wages to match the cost of living.

- Better housing and living conditions.

- Payment for the families of injured or deceased workers.

- The right to form a workers’ union without interference from the
colonial government.

When their demands were ignored, the miners went on a peaceful
“go-slow” strike, meaning they reduced their work pace to pressure
the authorities into listening to them. Instead of negotiating with the
workers, the colonial authorities viewed the strike as a threat to their
control.
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The Massacre at Iva Valley

On November 18, 1949, the management of the Enugu Colliery, with
the support of the colonial government, attempted to remove
explosives from the mines, fearing the striking workers might use
them. However, the miners suspected this was an excuse to weaken
their protest by shutting down operations completely. To prevent this,
they gathered in large numbers to express their opposition.

British colonial police, under the command of Captain F.S. Philip,
arrived at the scene. He was accompanied by two other British
officers and about 75 armed Nigerian policemen.

i i e .
Photo of Nigerians during a rally in Trafalgar Square, London protesting against the shootings of 21 striking coal
miners at the Iva Valley Coal Mine in Enugu on the 18th of November, 1949. Photo: Asiri

As the miners stood their ground, they began singing solidarity songs.
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The police interpreted this as an act of defiance. Without warning,
Captain Philip gave the order to open fire. The unarmed miners had
no way to defend themselves.

The shooting lasted only a few minutes but left devastating results:

21 miners were killed instantly.
51 others were seriously injured.

- Many miners managed to escape, but the fear and trauma stayed
with them.

The massacre shocked the Nigerian public and the international
community. The British colonial government tried to justify the
killings, claiming that the police acted in “self-defence.” However,
eyewitnesses and survivors strongly denied this, stating that the
miners were unarmed and peaceful.
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Aftermath and Impact

The Iva Valley Massacre was a turning point in Nigeria’s history. The

killings sparked widespread outrage across the country. Protests
erupted in different parts of Nigeria, and the massacre became a
rallying cry for both labour rights and the fight against colonial rule.

Some key consequences of the massacre included:

- Formation of the National Emergency Committee (NEC): After the
killings, Nigerian labour unions and nationalist groups came
together to form this committee. It helped spread awareness of the
massacre and mobilized workers to demand justice.

Stronger labour movements: The Nigerian labour movement
became more organized, leading to better conditions for workers
over time.

- Increased resistance to colonial rule: The massacre fueled
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nationalist sentiments. Many Nigerians saw it as proof that the
British were unwilling to treat them fairly—this increased support
for the independence movement, which eventually led to Nigeria
gaining independence in 1960.

- International condemnation: The massacre drew criticism from
international labour organizations and anti-colonial activists. It
exposed the brutal tactics of the British colonial government and
added pressure for reforms.
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Remembering the Iva Valley
Massacre

Today, the Iva Valley Massacre is remembered as a symbol of the
struggle for workers’ rights and Nigeria’s path to independence.
Although it was a dark chapter in history, it also played a crucial role
in pushing for social and political change.

There have been efforts to ensure that the sacrifices of the miners are
not forgotten. Memorials and events are held in Enugu to honour
those who lost their lives. The site of the massacre remains a
historical landmark, reminding future generations of the importance
of justice, fair labour practices, and the fight against oppression.

The Iva Valley Massacre of 1949 was one of the most tragic events in
Nigeria’s colonial history. It exposed the harsh realities of British rule
and the exploitation of Nigerian workers. The brave miners who stood
up for their rights paid the ultimate price, but their sacrifice was not
in vain. Their struggle contributed to the larger movement that
eventually led to Nigeria’s independence in 1960.

Their story remains a powerful reminder of the importance of labour

rights, fair treatment, and the enduring spirit of resistance against
injustice.
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