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Introduction

Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa, stands as a land of deep historical
complexity and remarkable diversity. Sprawled across the West African landscape,
Nigeria’s story is one of ancient civilizations, dynamic kingdoms, colonial disruption,
and a continuing quest for unity and identity. The territory known as Nigeria has been
home to humans for tens of thousands of years. From the earliest Stone Age settlers
to the Iron Age artisans of Nok, the region witnessed the rise of powerful empires and
city-states whose legacies still echo in contemporary Nigerian society.

Nigeria’s history is not simply a sequence of events but a rich tapestry woven from the
diverse experiences of its many peoples. The Hausa and Kanuri of the north, the
Yoruba and Edo of the west, the Igbo and Ibibio of the east, and numerous smaller
groups of the middle belt and south each contributed unique strands to this national
story. The dynastic intrigues of the Oyo and Benin empires, the religious revolutions of
Sokoto, and the far-reaching networks of Nri and Aro shaped the socio-political terrain
long before foreign powers arrived on the coast. Yet, it was the arrival of Europeans,
first as traders and later as colonizers, that initiated a new era marked by profound
transformation, resistance, and struggle.

The coming of the Atlantic slave trade unleashed a tragedy whose repercussions still
reverberate. For centuries, human lives were commodified, and societies were
disrupted in ways that fundamentally altered Nigeria’s demographic and economic
landscape. Colonial conquest and administration intensified these changes, as Britain
merged hundreds of distinct ethnic groups into an artificial colonial state. The colonial
project not only reconfigured borders and governance but also sowed the seeds of
contemporary challenges through systems of indirect rule, economic exploitation, and
uneven development. Nigerians responded with resilience and creativity, forging new
forms of culture, politics, and resistance that would shape the trajectory of their
nation.

The road to independence was arduous, marked by the rise of a vibrant nationalist
movement that drew from the energies of the educated elite, labor activists, women’s
groups, and traditional leaders. Independence in 1960 was a moment of tremendous
hope, but it also exposed underlying tensions among Nigeria’s many communities. The
subsequent decades brought both triumphs and tragedies: a devastating civil war,
cycles of military rule and short-lived democratic experiments, oil booms and busts,
and repeated attempts to build a stable and inclusive polity. Through it all, ordinary
Nigerians adapted, endured, and aspired to a better future.

Today, Nigeria is a country in constant motion—teeming with creativity, resilience, and
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ambition, yet also grappling with the legacies of its complex past. Issues of national
identity, religious and ethnic pluralism, economic inequality, and governance remain
at the forefront of its national discourse. From the globally celebrated achievements in
arts, music, and literature, to the challenging realities of security and political reform,
Nigeria’'s present is inescapably linked to its past.

This book provides a comprehensive journey through the history of Nigeria, from its
earliest days to the events shaping its present. It seeks not only to recount political
milestones, but also to explore the social, economic, and cultural forces that have
made Nigeria what it is today. By understanding the layers and legacies of its history,
readers can better appreciate both the monumental challenges and the extraordinary
possibilities that define Africa’s giant.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Nigeria: Early Human
Settlement and Archaeological Evidence

Long before kingdoms rose and empires expanded, the vast landmass now known as
Nigeria was home to humans whose lives remain largely a mystery, buried beneath
layers of time and soil. The story of Nigeria doesn't begin with the arrival of traders or
the founding of city-states, but with the much deeper past, stretching back thousands
upon thousands of years to the very dawn of human presence on the continent. These
were the Stone Ages, a sprawling epoch defined by the tools humans used and the
slow, patient rhythm of survival in ever-changing landscapes.

Piecing together this ancient history is the work of archaeology, the painstaking
science of unearthing and interpreting the material remains left behind by those who
came before. Unlike later periods illuminated by oral traditions or written records, our
understanding of prehistoric Nigeria relies almost entirely on what has been dug from
the earth: stone tools, pottery fragments, rare skeletal remains, and the subtle traces
of settlements. These fragments offer glimpses into the lives of hunter-gatherers and
early farmers who navigated a world vastly different from our own.

The earliest definitive evidence of Homo sapiens in the region comes from a place
called Iwo Eleru, near modern-day Akure in southwestern Nigeria. Here, in the 1960s,
archaeologists discovered a skull, initially dated to around 10,000 years ago (roughly
8000 BCE). Subsequent, more refined dating using advanced techniques has pushed
this back further, suggesting an age of around 9000 BCE. This single skull, one of the
oldest found in West Africa, represents a tangible link to the distant past, proof that
humans inhabited this specific part of the continent towards the end of the last Ice
Age.

What does a skull from 9000 BCE tell us? Firstly, it confirms a long human presence.
Secondly, preliminary studies suggested it possessed a mix of archaic and modern
features, sparking scientific debate about the complex patterns of human migration
and evolution within Africa. While the full implications are still being debated, the Iwo
Eleru find underscores that West Africa was not just a passive recipient of migrations,
but an active stage in the long human drama, potentially hosting populations with
diverse physical characteristics.

The landscape these early people inhabited would have been different from Nigeria
today. During periods of glaciation in the northern hemisphere, global sea levels were
lower, extending the coastline further south. Climate fluctuated significantly over
millennia, swinging between wetter periods when forests and savannas expanded, and
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drier spells when the Sahara desert pushed further south, impacting vegetation and
water sources far into what is now Nigeria. Early humans had to adapt constantly to
these environmental shifts.

Throughout the vast expanse of the Stone Age, life was primarily centered around
finding food and shelter. For hundreds of thousands of years, humans relied on tools
made of stone, bone, and wood. The archaeological record in Nigeria is rich in these
stone artifacts. From the Acheulean handaxes of the Lower Paleolithic, massive,
teardrop-shaped tools expertly flaked on both sides, found in river terraces and
ancient sediments, to the smaller, more refined tools of the Middle and Upper
Paleolithic, these objects speak volumes about technological progression.

The handaxes, though seemingly simple to modern eyes, required considerable skill
and foresight to produce. Their widespread presence across Africa, including Nigeria,
points to a shared technological tradition among early human groups. These were
multi-purpose tools, likely used for butchering animals, digging for roots, stripping
bark, and perhaps even woodworking. Their discover y serves as a direct connection
to the ingenuity of our ancient ancestors navigating a world teeming with wild
resources and dangers.

As the Stone Age progressed into the Middle and Upper Paleolithic periods (roughly
300,000 to 10,000 years ago), stone tool technology became more sophisticated.
Instead of solely shaping whole cores, humans learned to prepare cores to
systematically flake off sharper, more standardized blades. These blades could then
be used on their own or hafted onto handles to create spears, knives, and other
composite tools. This development suggests more advanced cognitive abilities and
hunting strategies.

Evidence from sites across Nigeria shows this progression. Microliths, tiny geometric
stone tools often hafted together to form composite tools like arrowheads or barbs for
spears, appear in the later periods. This reflects an increasing adaptation to local
ecological niches and a more efficient exploitation of resources. Hunting became more
specialized, targeting particular animals available in savannas or forests, and fishing
likely played a role in areas near water bodies.

Life in the Paleolithic was nomadic. Groups were likely small, perhaps extended
families or a few related groups, constantly on the move following animal herds,
seasonal plant availability, and sources of water. Shelters would have been temporary
- rock overhangs, simple windbreaks, or fleeting camps near resources. Survival
depended on intimate knowledge of the environment, skill in tracking and hunting,
and cooperative social structures.

The transition to the Mesolithic period (roughly 10,000 to 6,000 years ago) saw
humans continue to refine their tools and adapt to the post-lce Age climate, which
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generally became warmer and wetter. Nigeria's landscapes would have been
diversifying, with rainforests expanding in the south and savannas fluctuating in the
north and central areas. Tools from this era reflect a broad-spectrum foraging
strategy, making use of a wider variety of plants and smaller animals.

But perhaps the most profound shift in the human story in this region, as in many
parts of the world, came with the Neolithic Revolution - the gradual adoption of
agriculture. Starting roughly 6,000 to 4,000 years ago in parts of West Africa, humans
began to domesticate plants and animals, moving away from a purely nomadic
hunting-gathering lifestyle towards more settled village life.

Identifying the exact timing and spread of agriculture in prehistoric Nigeria through
archaeology is challenging. Unlike regions with extensive dry caves or monumental
settlements, the tropical environment can degrade organic remains quickly. However,
evidence of this shift comes in the form of new types of stone tools: polished stone
axes and grinding stones. Polished axes, created by grinding and polishing rather than
just flaking, were effective tools for clearing forests for farming. Grinding stones
indicate the processing of grains or other plant materials, characteristic of agricultural
communities.

Key indigenous crops of West Africa, such as yams, oil palm, and various grains like
sorghum and millet, were likely domesticated in or near the region that is now Nigeria.
This wasn't an instant change but a slow process, perhaps initially supplementing wild
foraging before becoming the primary food source. Early agricultural communities
might have practiced shifting cultivation, moving their fields periodically to allow the
soil to recover.

Settled life, even if semi-permanent, brought about other changes. Pottery appears in
the archaeological record during the Neolithic. Pots were essential for storing
harvested crops, cooking, and carrying water. The style and decoration of pottery
found at different sites can provide clues about cultural connections and distinctions
between early communities. Remains of simple dwelling structures, post holes
indicating huts, and storage pits are also sought by archaeologists.

The period between the late Stone Age and the fully-fledged Iron Age is sometimes
referred to as the Ceramic Late Stone Age or Terminal Stone Age in West Africa. This
era, roughly from 4,000 years ago until the emergence of iron working, saw the spread
of pottery and agriculture, leading to larger, more stable communities compared to
the nomadic bands of the Paleolithic. These developments laid the groundwork for
more complex social structures.

While definitive large-scale villages from this pre-lron Age period are difficult to

pinpoint and excavate across all of Nigeria, the archaeological evidence strongly
suggests a transition towards increased population density and more sedentary
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lifestyles in areas suitable for early farming. River valleys and areas with reliable
rainfall would have been particularly attractive.

The coming of metallurgy marked another revolutionary leap. The ability to extract
metal from ore and fashion it into tools and weapons provided a significant
technological advantage. Copper and bronze working appeared in some parts of West
Africa earlier, but it was the mastery of iron that truly transformed societies. Iron ore
was more readily available in many areas than copper or tin needed for bronze,
making iron technology more accessible once the complex process of smelting was
understood.

The knowledge of iron smelting didn't necessarily arrive as a fully formed package
from outside the continent; evidence suggests independent development in various
parts of Africa, including the West African region. The process required high
temperatures, sophisticated furnaces, and skilled smiths. The ability to produce
durable iron hoes made agriculture more efficient, allowing for greater food production
and supporting larger populations. Iron weapons changed the nature of warfare and
hunting.

It is at the threshold of the Iron Age that we begin to see the emergence of more
visible and archaeologically rich cultures. While scattered evidence of early iron
working exists in different parts of Nigeria, the most prominent and well-studied
culture that signifies this transition is the Nok culture. Flourishing from around 1500
BCE, the Nok people were among the earliest in Sub-Saharan Africa known to have
mastered iron smelting on a significant scale.

The appearance of the Nok culture represents a pivotal moment, building upon the
agricultural and social foundations laid during the late Stone Age. Their sophisticated
technology and artistic achievements set them apart and indicate a society that had
moved well beyond simple village life. However, the details of their society, their
remarkable terracotta art, and the full extent of their influence are a story for the next
chapter.

For millennia, the peoples inhabiting the land that would become Nigeria were
engaged in a constant, unrecorded struggle for survival and adaptation. From the
hunter-gatherers leaving behind ancient handaxes to the early farmers cultivating
indigenous crops and firing the first pottery, they shaped the environment and were
shaped by it. Their tools, found scattered across plains and buried in mounds, are the
silent witnesses to this deep past, hinting at the ingenuity and resilience of Nigeria's
earliest inhabitants and setting the stage for the complex societies that would later
emerge.
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