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Ofala festival in Onitsha.
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P icture a bustling city along the Niger River in Anambra State,
Nigeria, where October arrives with a blaze of colour, the

thunder of drums, and the sight of a Obi of Onitsha stepping out in all
his glory. This is Onitsha, a historic trading hub, and every year, it
hosts the Ofala Festival, a grand celebration of royalty, culture, and
Igbo identity. Imagine streets lined with thousands of people,
red-capped chiefs swaying to music, and young dancers appearing in
bright costumes. Held over two days in October, this festival is more
than a party, it’s a dazzling tribute to the Obi of Onitsha, the
community’s traditional ruler, and a showcase of a heritage that’s
stood the test of time.
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A Tradition with Deep Roots
The Ofala Festival goes back centuries, tied to the ancient kingdom of
Onitsha. The word “Ofala” comes from Igbo terms meaning “splendor”
or “royal appearance,” and that’s exactly what it is, a chance for the
Obi, the king, to meet his people after a period of seclusion. Long ago,
it marked the end of the farming season, a time to give thanks for the
harvest and renew the bond between the ruler and the ruled. Today,
it’s the biggest cultural event in Onitsha, a city known for its massive
market and proud Igbo spirit.

The festival celebrates the Obi’s reign—right now, that’s His Majesty
Igwe Nnaemeka Alfred Achebe, who’s led since 2002. It’s not just
about him, though. It’s a stage for the whole community chiefs, titled
men and women, age grades, and even kids to shine. Onitsha’s history
as a key stop on the Niger River trade route adds extra weight to the
event, blending old customs with a modern flair that draws crowds
from across Nigeria and beyond.
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Getting Ready for the Royal
Show
Preparations for Ofala start weeks ahead. The palace buzzes as the
Obi’s council plans every detail. Red-capped chiefs, those high-ranking
leaders in their scarlet hats, polish their staffs and beads, symbols of
their status. Women sew new wrappers and blouses, often in white or
gold to match the festival’s regal vibe. Young men and girls rehearse
dances like the “Atuma” and “Egwu Ubo,” their steps sharp and lively.

In the villages that make up Onitsha, places like Umudei, Obikporo,
and Ogbabu families clean compounds and cook up feasts of yam
porridge, pepper soup, and rice. Masquerades get a makeover too tall
figures draped in raffia and feathers, their wooden masks painted with
fierce grins. By October, usually the second week, the city’s
ready—flags waving, drums tuned, and everyone eager for the Obi to
step out.
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Two Days of Splendor
The Ofala Festival unfolds over two days, each with its own magic.
Day one is the “Ime Obi,” the palace event. The Obi emerges from
seclusion, dressed in white robes, a red cap studded with eagle
feathers, and a fan of royal beads in hand. Chiefs and titled folks line
up to pay homage, kneeling or bowing as tradition demands. Drums
boom, flutes whistle, and the crowd cheers as he takes his throne
under a canopy of gold and red. It’s a quiet, sacred moment, a king
reconnecting with his people.

Day two, the “Azu Ofala,” is the big one. The Obi steps into the
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streets, this time in a chariot or carried on a palanquin by strong
young men. Thousands pack Ime Obi Square, the heart of Onitsha, to
see him. Masquerades dance ahead, leaping and spinning to the beat
of the “ogene” gong and “ekwe” drum. Groups like the Agbalanze
titled men and the Otu Odu titled women parade in their finest,
showing off Onitsha’s hierarchy with pride.

Ndi Otu Odu – Photo from Bing Search.

The air fills with music and laughter. Kids dart through the crowd,
vendors hawk snacks like roasted corn and chin-chin, and visitors
snap photos of the spectacle. It ends with the Obi blessing the people,
his words a promise of peace and progress for the year ahead. At
night, parties spill into homes and hotels, with palm wine and stories
flowing late.
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A Celebration with Heart
The Ofala Festival is a cultural powerhouse. It’s a chance to see Igbo
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traditions in full bloom royal customs, music, and dances that go back
generations. The masquerades aren’t just for show; they’re spirits of
the past, linking Onitsha to its ancestors. The red caps and beads tell
a story too of a society where titles are earned through hard work and
honour.

It’s also a glue for the community. Onitsha’s a busy place, with traders
and travelers always on the move, but Ofala brings everyone
home—locals, diaspora, even foreigners. Leaders like Governor
Chukwuma Soludo often join in, boosting its status. UNESCO
recognized it as an Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2018, a nod to its
global value. Plus, it’s good for business, hotels fill up, markets boom,
and tourism gets a lift.

05

Onitsha: The City That Roars
Onitsha sits on the eastern bank of the Niger River, a trade giant with
West Africa’s largest market and one of Africa’s biggest markets. It’s a
city of hustle, history, and heart, blending its royal past with a modern
edge. The festival ties into that legacy, once a missionary stop and
Igbo stronghold, now a cultural beacon in Anambra State. Its five
villages and inland towns all chip in, making Ofala a shared triumph.

Visitors flock here for more than the market. The river views, the
palace, and the festival’s energy make it a must-see. It’s a chance to
taste Igbo life, spicy soups, loud music, and a welcome that feels like
family.
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A Legacy That Endures
When the drums fade and the Obi retreats, the Ofala Festival leaves
Onitsha glowing. It’s a royal salute, a cultural feast, and a promise to
keep the old ways alive. In a world that’s always rushing forward, this
festival stands still, a moment of pride for the Igbo people. This
October, the red caps will gleam again, the masquerades will dance,
and Onitsha will show the world why it’s a king among cities. If you’re
ever in Anambra, don’t miss it, it’s a celebration fit for royalty.

Onitsha in sparks, Photo credit – ThisDayLive.
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