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FEATURE
IMAGE

This picture taken c. 1889, possibly
by G. F. Packer credited with other

photos from the Niger and Onitsha
(and of Onitsha trading women), is
annotated as ‘Trader from
Timbuctou’ on the left and ‘Rich
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his photograph, taken circa 1889, is attributed to G. F. Packer,

who is known for documenting life along the Niger River,
particularly in Onitsha. The image depicts two individuals: a man
annotated as a “Trader from Timbuctou” on the left and a woman
annotated as a “Rich Trading Woman” on the right. The woman is
believed to be a member of the Otu Odu (Ivory Group) Society, a
prestigious socio-economic group of Onitsha women traders.
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The Otu Odu Society and Its
Significance

The Otu Odu Society was a respected organization of elite women
traders in Onitsha, southeastern Nigeria. Membership was typically
granted to women who achieved significant wealth through trade,
particularly in commodities such as palm oil, ivory, and textiles, which
were central to precolonial and colonial economies. The society
symbolized economic power, social status, and the important role of
women in the region’s trade networks.
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Key Features in the Photograph

The large ivory anklets worn by the woman are a hallmark of Otu Odu
members. Ivory symbolized wealth and status in Igbo society and was
a significant trade item during the era. These anklets, still worn today
by members of the Otu Odu Society, serve as a visual representation
of their economic success and societal influence.
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Economic and Social Context

The presence of the “Trader from Timbuctou” (Timbuktu, Mali)
alongside the Onitsha trading woman highlights the interconnected
trade networks that extended across West Africa. Onitsha, situated
along the Niger River, served as a major trading hub, linking the Igbo
hinterlands to broader trans-Saharan and coastal markets. Women in
the Otu Odu Society were central to this trade, negotiating prices,
managing large trading ventures, and maintaining social order
through their wealth and influence.
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Cultural Significance

The Otu Odu Society also held ceremonial roles, participating in
community events, festivals, and dispute resolution. Their wealth
enabled them to contribute to public works and community
development, further cementing their importance in Igbo society.
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Legacy of the Otu Odu Society

The Otu Odu Society remains an active part of Onitsha culture,
preserving its historical significance while adapting to modern times.
It’s members continue to wear the iconic ivory anklets, maintaining a
link to their rich heritage and the enduring role of women in
commerce and leadership in Igbo society.

Pitt Rivers Museum. (n.d.). Photograph of a trader from Timbuctou
and a rich trading woman, Onitsha, c. 1889. Attributed to G. F.
Packer. Retrieved from Pitt Rivers Museum collection archives.
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