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T he traditional diet of the Igbo people in Southern Nigeria reflects
their agrarian lifestyle, cultural values, and resource utilization.

Historical accounts, such as those by G. I. Jones and H. Mulhall
(1949), as well as photographs and ethnographic studies like those of
Gustaf Bolinder (1930–31), provide valuable insights into the food
practices and social structures of Igbo communities during the early
20th century.

Oven for smoking fish by the Niger River, Onitsha, Nigeria, 1930-31. Photo: Gustaf Bolinder.
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Dietary Staples
According to Jones and Mulhall (1949), the traditional Igbo diet
primarily consisted of:

1. Cocoyams (taro), cassava (manioc), and yams (Dioscorea spp.):
These root crops were staple foods and key to daily sustenance. Yams,
in particular, held significant cultural value and were central to rituals
and festivals.

2. Palm oil: Extracted from the oil palm (Elaeis guineensis), this was a
primary source of fat and added flavor to meals.

3. Green vegetables and fish: Vegetables provided essential nutrients,
while fish, often smoked using traditional ovens by rivers such as the
Niger, was a critical protein source.

4. Seasonal maize and beans: These were consumed fresh during
harvest periods.
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Limited Access to Meat
Meat was rare and reserved for special occasions such as feasts,
celebrations, and rituals. This scarcity made titles such as “Ogbu”
(hunter or protector) highly prestigious, as they symbolized a person’s
ability to provide meat, a valuable and scarce resource.
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Beverage Choices
Drinks were typically water and palm wine, sourced from the oil palm
(Elaeis guineensis) and the raphia palm (Raphia vinifera). These
beverages were integral to social gatherings and ceremonies.

Palm wine made from Pam tress. A special drink of the Igbo people.
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Nutritional Deficiencies
The diet lacked significant sources of animal protein and dairy
products. Jones and Mulhall (1949) noted a possible protein
deficiency, as milk or milk-based foods were entirely absent from the
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Igbo diet.
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Evolution of the Igbo Diet
Over the past century, the Igbo diet has undergone significant
changes due to globalization, urbanization, and economic shifts. Key
developments include:

1. Increased Meat Consumption: Modernization and improved
economic conditions have made meat more accessible, moving it from
an occasional indulgence to a regular component of meals.

2. Diversification of Foods: The availability of imported and processed
foods has expanded dietary options beyond traditional staples.

3. Changes in Food Preparation: Traditional smoking ovens for fish
and indigenous cooking methods have been supplemented by modern
preservation techniques and appliances.
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Peak Filled Sweetened Condensed Milk Tin – Peak milk Images.
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Cultural Implications
Despite these changes, food remains deeply tied to Igbo identity.
Traditional practices such as yam festivals and the symbolic
importance of palm wine in ceremonies continue to highlight the
cultural relevance of the historical diet.
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