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Introduction

Orile-Owu islocated in Ayedaade L ocal Gov-
ernment Area of Osun State, Nigeria. It is within
latitude 7°10" and 7°15'N and longitude 4°25'E. This
region isbounded in the south by Ijebu-Igboin Ogun
State; in the east by Ife South Local Government
Areg; in the north by Gbongan — one of the promi-
nent townsin Osun State and in the west by Irewole/
Isokan Local Government Area. The study areais
situated in the tropics, where the sun is overhead
amost every day of theyear. The mean temperature
isabout 28°C. Rainfall ishigh, averaging 1300mm per
annum reaching its peak between April and | ate Sep-
tember. Orile-Owuissunny throughout theyear. The
relative humidity coincideswith monthswith low rain-
fall — December to March (Adejobi 1997; Adejobi,
personal communication 2001; Adejuwon 1974).

The vegetation type in this area is rainforest,
although it is secondary in character. The locally
available tree species include oilpalm (Elaeis
guineensis), iroko (Milicia excels), mahogany
(Entadrophragma cylindricum), arere (Triplocyton
scleroxylon), and teak (Tectona grandis). This un-
derscoresthe reason why aforest reserve was estab-
lished here more than four decades ago by the gov-
ernment. The area is well drained by rivers and
streamsincluding the Obalufon, Omu, Ope, Oranran,
Osun and Shasha rivers. The availability of these
riversand streams has some positiveimpact onlocal
agriculture and other livelihood including palm ail
production (Figures 1, 2 and 3).

The Owu are a sub-ethnicity of the Yorubain
the southwestern region of Nigeria. Orile-Owu (mean-
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ing the original settlement site of Owu) derives its
name from a cotton plant belonging to the genus
Gossypium. Thisplant is called owu by the Yoruba
(Oseni, personal communication 2010; Omowunmi,
personal communication 2010). Theearly settlersof
thiskingdom werewell known for cotton production.
However, the region was originally known as Owu-
Ipole before it was changed to Orile-Owu (Adedeji,
personal communication 2010; Babarinde, personal
communication 2010).

According to oral traditions and written
sources, Orile-Owu was founded circa the 10" cen-
tury AD (Johnson 1921; Mabogunje and Omer-
Cooper 1971). It grew gradually in population and
later became a force to be reckoned with within
Yorubaland, particularly betweenthelate 18" and early
19" centuries. Economic prosperity arising mainly
from large-scale cotton and palm oil production, as
well asmilitary prowess, wasresponsiblefor the great
reputation of the Owu people during the that period.
Not unexpectedly, Owu neighbours such as Ife and
|jebu becameenviousand afraid of the growing power
of thiskingdom. The Owu kingdom was made up of
numerous settlements including Ajiboro, Arosun,
Jakankan, Alade, Jekoyemi, Akere, Olodo, Alaga,
Mahun, Sangodiran, Origbo and Atoba. Theseforti-
fications represent an indigenous knowledge sys-
tem of earth engineering (Darling 1998). They were
intheform of ditches and embankmentsfor defence
and are well preserved up to the present day. Only a
few sections have been seriously obliterated as a
result of modernization actions, e.g. road construc-
tion. Theinner and outer wallsaswell asditchescan
be admired, reflected upon and scientifically studied
in order to engender knowledge (Ogundele 2004;
Ogundele and Babal ola2007: 60-69).

The combined military forces of Ifeand |jebu
finally sacked the Owu kingdom in 1825, having
started the campaign in 1820. Sufficeit to say that
the use of superior weapons, known as muskets by
the Ijebu, was not the only magic wand that brought
the Owu to their knees. Famine and the outbreak of
disease were a so instrumental in the collapse of the
ancient kingdom. Agricultural activities cameto a
total halt when the Owu settlers withdrew to their
shells (the city walls) for safety in the face of heavy
external aggression (Mabogunje and Omer-Cooper
1971).

The Owu army, under the leadership of such
great generals as Anlugbua and Sakula, depended
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Figurel: Theinner and outer wallsof Orile-Owu Kingdom.
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mainly on offensive weapons such as cutlasses and
swords. Thiswasin addition to the use of amuletsor
charmsfor defensive purposes. Thesewarlordswere
later deified and up to now, annual festivals are or-
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ganized in their honour. The ljebu, following their
close contact with the European traders on the coast,
were the first sub-group to use muskets in Yoruba
warfare. By and large, thisturbulent situationin much
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Figure2: Vegetation cover of Orile-Owu.

Figure3: ObalufonRiver.
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(if not all) of Yorubaland, particularly in the 19" cen-
tury, was not unconnected with transoceanic entan-
glements (Uya2003). One consequence of the above
development was the change in demographic pat-
terns of Yorubaland.

The Owu survivors moved in different direc-
tionsfor refuge, particul arly to southern Yorubal and.
This explains the reason why Owu settlements are
found today in most Yoruba communitiesincluding
Abeokuta and Lagos, and as far afield as
Igbominaland in Kwara State of Nigeria. Notwith-
standing the relatively recent occupation of Owu in-
digenesintheselocalities (apost-1825 phenomenon),
these Owu continue to maintain their distinctive cul-
tural identitiesincluding their kingship system (Oseni,
persona communication 2010).

However, some descendants of the early Owu
people, wholeft their ancestral homeland near Apomu
in the Ayedaade Local Government Area of Osun
State, returned later to settle within the abandoned
geopolity. These contemporary Owu maintain their
loyalty to the Olowu of Orile-Owu, the paramount
ruler of theterritory. The Olowu representsthe heart
and soul of the Owu kingdom. Some efforts are be-
ing made gradually by usto transform relics of this
ancient civilisation (with emphasis on the defensive
ditchesand embankments, refuse dumps, houses and
palaces) into tourist attractions (Odunbaku 2008;
Ogundele 2004, 2006: 115-120).

But despite the abundant historical and cul-
tural heritage resources of thisregion (Owuland), it
isdtill arural and asleepy backwater. The archaeo-
logical resources remain silent under the thick sec-
ondary forest vegetation. Itisanirony that the Owu
kingdom, which according to oral traditionsand writ-
ten sources was second among the Yoruba only to
Ile-Ifeintermsof its considerable antiquity and great-
ness, it islargely under-researched. Thisiswithre-
gard to the reconstruction of its history and civiliza-
tion (Mabogunje and Omer-Cooper 1971). A popular
Yorubaadage, whichisstated below, isan epitaph to
Owu’s considerable antiquity:

“Owu la ko da
Bi ebadelfe
Ki e berewo.”

It istrandated thus:

“Owu was the first city to be founded
after lle-Ife.
When you get to Ife, please find out.”
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Therefore, the major goal of this preliminary
archaeological and ethnographic research in Orile-
Owu in February 2010, was to reconstruct and ex-
plain aspects of the people’s materia life including
their use of spacethrough time. Thisiswith aview
to engender, among other things, archaeo-tourism
development in the region in the near future.

M ethodology
1. Oral tradition

This entailed interviewing (using an unstruc-
tured approach) a broad range of people in Orile-
Owu and its environs. These interviews included
the Olowu (paramount ruler), local chiefs, farmers,
blacksmiths, hunters, pottery makers/sellersand trad-
ers. Theinformantsbelonged to different age brack-
ets. Theyoungest intervieweesranged from 20to 25
years of age, while the oldest category was between
25 and 85 years. Apart from collecting datafrom the
locals based on their different livelihoods and ages,
gender was also addressed.

Some of theseintervieweeswererevisited with
aview of checking the authenticity of their earlier
claimsconcerning Owu settlement history and mate-
rial life in general. On two occasions, the palace
served as alocus for Focus Group Interviews. The
assistance rendered by the Olowu — His Royal Mgj-
esty, ObaM.O.A. Adgobi, paved theway for smooth
interview sessions with a cross-section of the indi-
genes. Theseindigenes cameto the palaceto do one
thing or the other. All the above efforts were an
attempt to collect oral tradition datathat are asclose
to reality as possible. This was as a result of our
conviction, that representativeness is central to
sound oral historiographic research.

2. Ethnography

This branch of anthropology is useful for ar-
chaeol ogical purposesand consequently, it putsenor-
mous emphasis on the systematic study of facets of
thematerial correlates of the contemporary Owu cul-
ture. Thisis with a view to enabling us to better
understand, appreciate, and explain a given set of
archaeological occurrences or data. In this connec-
tion, we critically examined the use, re-use and dis-
card of pottery among the present-day people of the
Orile-Owu community. The minimum study of ethno-



NYAME AKUMA

No. 74 December 2010

Figure4: Compasstraverse map of settlement featuresat Orile-Owu. Scale: 1: 4000cm.
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graphic pottery was done so asto shed morelight on
the available archaeological potsherds. Thisiswith
regard to aesthetics and functionality. The exercise
also entailsaclose study of mud architectureinclud-
ing its processes and/or patterns of decay through
time. An attempt was al so madeto deepen our knowl-
edge of how grinding stones could have been used
inthe archaeol ogical context, based on ethnographic
findings.

A considerable amount of success was made
in this connection. There was no communication
gap between the researchers and local community
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members, whose household artifacts and the ways
they were used, re-used, and discarded, were being
investigated. The ethnographic survey revealed a
great deal of continuity in the material behaviour/
expressions of the Owu peoplethroughtime. Inother
words, oral historiographic possibilities, ethnogra-
phy, and archaeological realities mesh (Bentley and
Ziegler 2003; Kottak 2004; Oke 1984).

3. Reconnaissance/archaeological surveying

Thisis afollow-up exercise to the above two
methods. Sitesurvey ishasically the process of sys-
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Figure5: Orile-Owu2010. 00/IW/Mound 1 and the adjoining features. Scale: 1:100cm.
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tematically locating and recording settlement features
of archaeological significance such ashouses, refuse
dumps, pottery scatters and ramparts within a site.
Local informants and guides (numbering five) as-
sisted us during this survey, which involved recon-
naissance of the broad territory. Items of equipment
used included prismatic compasses, ranging poles,
measuring tapes of different lengths and cameras.
The reconnaissance which started from the palace
(afin) was within the inner defensive ditches and
embankments (walls) that surrounded the ancient
kingdom.

Thebottom line of our effortsisto gain abetter
understanding and knowledge of the archaeol ogical
situation of thearea. Sufficeit to say, that the knowl-
edge of how the early settlers of the region concep-
tualized space, was apre-condition for deciding prof-
itably on where to carry out some excavations later.
However, heavy vegetation coverage led to poor vis-
ibility and mobility. These two conditions made re-
connaissance very difficult. Ancient refuse mounds
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were discovered within the re-settlement area. The
loci include lle-Ejemu, about 200 metres northeast of
the palace, and Omokuagjo, approximately 250 metres,
north/northeast of the palace. Other loci arelleApena,
ca. 600 metres northwest, and Alagbede, some 500
metres southwest of the palace (Figures 4 and 5).

Excavation M ethodsand Procedures

The Alagbede refuse mound was covered in a
one-metreinterval grid after alocal datum point had
been established. To achieve this, a north-south
baseline was determined with the aid of a prismatic
compass, ranging poles, and a quick-set. The an-
cient refuse dump and the adjoining area were also
mapped. After this, a2 x 2m trench was opened on
the mound. Thiswas designated OO/IW/MD1/TP1
(Figure6). It meansOrile-Owu, Inner Well, Mound 1,
Test Pit 1. Items of equipment used for this excava-
tionincludetrowels, head pans, hand pans, 3.5 metre
tape, ranging poles and brushes.
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Figure6: Sterilelayer.

Figure7: OO/IW/MDI/TPI. Stratigraphy of the northernwall. Scale: 1:10cm.
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Figure8: 00/IW/MDI/TPI. Stratigraphy of thewesternwall.
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The position of the trench in relation to the
entire gridded area was recorded. Thisfallswithin
E4/E6 and S2/E4 aswell as S2/E6. We started dig-
ging from the western corner in a 10cm spit level
method. Thesterilelevel wasreached at 80cm. Exca-
vated earth, including theincorporated artifacts, was
sieved throughout the excavation and according to
spit levelsin order to retrieve al tiny artifacts such
as beads. Artifacts and ecofacts, such as potsherds
of varying sizes, grinding stones, fragments of met-
als, broken pieces of china, bonefragments, earrings,
different types of beads (flat and round ones), cow-
ries, snail shells, charred palm kernels and charcoal
sampleswererecovered from thisexcavation. Aside
from this, many photographs weretaken at different
pointsin the course of excavation.

Sratigraphy

Stratigraphy is a model highly cherished by
archaeologists amongst other professionals. It is
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the scientific description of layers based mainly on
such indices as colour and texture (Ogundele 2000).
In this regard, a Munsell colour chart was used for
identifying and describing the stratigraphic walls of
the excavated portion of Refuse Mound I, in the
Alagbede areaof Orile-Owu. Four stratigraphic units
wereestablished. Thefirst onebelongsto Hue5YR/
. It hasmany rootsand rootlets. Thishorizonisalso
powdery when dry. Theunit underlyingit (Hue5YR/
4/3), isreddish brownincolour. Itisvery loosewith
alot of roots and rootlets. The third stratigraphic
region (Hue5Y R/3/3) isdark reddish brownin colour
and alsogravelly. Thelast one (2.5Y R/4/4) isdeeply
reddish brown. It is a hard/compact unit without
artifacts (seefigs. 7 and 8).

Analysisof Findsand I nter pretation

After artifacts and ecofacts were collected on
the basis of spit levelsin cloth and polythene bags,
they were taken to the camp. The potsherds were
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Figure9: Alocal lamp.
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carefully washed and dried inthe sun. Thiswasafter
the material had been sorted into two broad catego-
ries: pottery and non-pottery.

Detailed classification of the Orile-Owu ar-
chaeological material was done in the laboratory in
the Department of Archaeology and Anthropology.
Thismaterial was mainly characterized by ceramics
of different sizes, shapes and techniques of produc-
tion. The highest number (197) of body sherds came
from spit level 60—70cm. Thiswasfollowed by level
50-60cm (with atotal number of 187). The smallest
number camefromlevel 0—-10cmwith 32.

The highest number of rim sherds came from
spit level 60—70cm with atotal number of 65. Spit
level 70—80cm had 52 rims, while thelowest number
came from 0-10cm. Thislevel (0-10cm) had 8 rim
sherds. The rim sherds show that both pots and
bowlswererepresented in the archaeol ogical record.
Decorations on the potsherds from this excavated
trench include string rouletting, incision and maize
cob rouletting. However, string rouletting had the
highest frequency.

Based on the local classification system, two
sub-types (A-B) of pots were identified and studied
by us. They are asfollows:

* Qub-type A1 Amu is sub-type A (large-
sized pots for storing water, fermenting
cassavatubersfor preparationinto aflour
called lafun). Thistype of pottery isalso
used inlocal soap and palm oil factories.
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The diameters vary from about 30 to
40cm.

* Qub-typeB: Apeissub-typeB. Itisused
mainly for cooking suchitemsasyam and
cocoyam. Diameters of potsin this cat-
egory range from about 20 to 25cm.

Bowlsarethe second category of archaeol ogi-
cal pottery from Orile-Owu. Four sub-types (A-D)
have been identified asfollows:

* Sub-type A: Isaasun are for cooking
soups. Unlike the pot types described
above, isaasun have everted rims. The
everted rimsarefunctional asthey make
it easy to remove the vessels from the
hearth. The everted rims serve as han-
dles based on the ethnographic informa-
tion at our disposal. The mouths/diam-
eters vary from about 15 to 20cm, with
depths ranging from nine to 12cm. Ac-
cording to ethnographic findings, some
Owu people still prefer using isaasun to
enamel bowls. They claim that soupsre-
main warm for alonger timein isaasun
than enamel bowls. Thisreflectsthe cen-
trality of social history and cultureto mo-
dernity or modern material life.

* Sub-type B:  Awo ifa are divination
bowls. They rangein diameter from 10to
14cm. Awoifa havein-turned rims. Awo-
ifa haveritual functions (Asakitikpi 2007).
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Figure 10: Contemporary upper and lower grinding stones.
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*  Qub-type C: Atupa (local lamps). Palm
oil was normally put inside these lamps
tokeep them burning. Fiveof theselamps
wereretrieved fromlevels40—60cm. They
have dightly in-turned rims with depths
varying from 3to 5cm. Themouthsrange
from8to 11cm (Figure9).

* SQub-typeD: Awo sobi were usually small-
sized vessels for containing food, and
were used mainly in the archaeological
past until the relatively recent historical
period. Awo sobi were about twice the
size of the atupa discussed above. The
over-al sizeisthe only thing that distin-
guishes awo-sobi from atupa (local clay
lamps). In other words, sub-types C and
D aresimilar interms of general morphol-
ogy and techniques of construction. To-
day, awo sobi are manufactured almost
exclusively for ritual purposes. Sacrifices
of food are usualy offered to the gods
and goddesses inside awo sobi. These
are placed at a crossroads otherwise
known as ikoritameta.

Other non-pottery finds, including ecofacts,
grinding stones and china, were retrieved from the
excavated trench at the Alagbede area of Orile-Owu.
Three grinding stones camefrom spit level 70-80cm
(Figure 10). The grinding stones might have been
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used for milling pepper, tomatoes, onions and beans
aswell asother food items based on our ethnographic
findings. Although some new techniques and arti-
facts used in processing and cooking food are being
added to the people’ smaterial culture, cultural conti-
nuity remainstoo important among the Owu-Yoruba
of Nigeriato beglossed over. For example, grinding
stones are still being used in severa households in
the study area regardless of their level of Western
education. This cultural habit is a testimony to the
fact that the past existsto some extent in the present
among the Owu people. Ethnoarchaeology is abig
plusto archaeological interpretation.

Other material remains include fragments of
metal objectslikeknives, local trapsand nails. Bones
of animalsincluding goats, sheep, bush bucks, bush
pigs and cows were discovered. Thisisin addition
to items including cowrie shells, snail shells and
beads. Some of the snail shells belong to Achatina
sp. whilesomeare periwinkles. Thecowrieshellsare
of two types: Cypraea annulus and Cypraea moneta.
Thisidentification was done by azoologist from the
University of Ibadan (Odaibo, personal communica-
tion 2010). Some charcoal samples were obtained
fromlevels30—80cm. Thesewill be sent abroad for
processing at the earliest opportunity. The availabil-
ity of many snail shellsin the archaeological record
shows that Owu people consumed alot of snails, in
addition to such animals as goats and sheep. They
might have used cowries also as aform of currency
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Figure11: Orile-Owu ancient city wallsand ditches (after Ogundele 2004).
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and/or for ritual purposes. The occurrence of china
and beads reminds us of the phenomenon of flows
and interconnectionsin the early period. Thisshows
that Orile-Owu was not cut off from the cross-cur-
rents of globalisation or history in the past.

Apart from the excavated material and ethno-
graphic finds at our disposal, non-portable artifacts
or features, such as defensive ditches and embank-
ments, werestudied. Accordingto oral tradition, these
structures were constructed circa the 18" century as
the Orile-Owu kingdom was growing rapidly in popu-
larity in the midst of enemy communities and neigh-
bours such as the Ife and ljebu. These earthworks
arein two parts—inner and outer walls and ditches.
They were usually constructed through communal
efforts and/or slave labour. Currently, the ditches
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have an average depth of 7 metres, whilethe breadth
isabout 8 metres. Theoriginal depthsof theseditches
prior to siltation areyet to be determined. Excavation
of sections of these earthworks is required (Figure
11). Thiswould enable usto expand our knowledge
of the indigenous knowledge system of earth engi-
neering in Yorubaland. The archaeological relics of
defensive strategies are potential resources for
archaeo-tourism, which need to be properly har-
nessed for the socio-economic development of the
region in the near future.

Conclusions

Orile-Owu (originaly known as Owu-Ipole)
occupiesaprominent positionin ancient Yorubahis-
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tory and civilisation. The kingdom was probably
founded about the 10" century AD, given the oral
historiographic evidence at our disposal (Johnson
1921; Mabogunje 1971). The combined forcesof Ife
and ljebu (two enemy neighbours of Owu) sacked
the kingdom in 1825, having started the major cam-
paign in 1820. The conflicts between Owu and its
neighbours cannot be neatly disentangled from the
Trans-Atlantic slave trade. It is on record that this
transoceanic engagement began in the late 15" cen-
tury, and turned humans into cargo in order to pro-
mote European economies through ther plantation
and mining businessesin the New World (Uya2003).

The Owu people built (through communal ef-
forts and slave labour) two defensive walls and
ditches. These earth constructions were inner and
outer wallsaswell asditchesto keep external aggres-
sors at bay, particularly in the 19" century when the
Owu kingdom was at its apogee. But despite secu-
rity-consciousness and this strategy, Owu collapsed
asthe Ife and ljebu armies put the walled kingdom
under astate of siege. Not unexpectedly, famineand
disease began to take a heavy toll on the settlers.
Thesurvivorsfledin different directions, even asfar
afield as the southernmost part of Yorubaland.

Relics of defensive ditches and banksin Owu
Kingdom are certainly monumental artifacts that
straddle the domain of science and earth engineer-
ing. They are also an encapsulation of facets of Owu
engagements with the realities of their physical and
socia environments, particularly in the 19th century.
These earth constructions or fortificationswere mini-
mally studied during thefield work in February 2010.
Sectionsof these structureswill be excavated assoon
asfundsare available. Such efforts have the capac-
ity to pave the way for a clearer picture of the tech-
niquesinvolved in the construction and maintenance
of this edifice —a superb ancient knowledge system
of earth engineering.

Anarchaeological excavation of arefuse mound
was also conducted as a follow-up exercise to the
reconnaissance of the study area. Theretrieved ma-
terial remains, coupled with oral history and ethno-
graphic evidence, have enabled us to develop an
understanding and appreciation of the scope and
character of aspectsof Owu cultural expressionswith
emphasis on the use and discard of space through
time. Similarly, this fieldwork has demonstrated a

23

No. 74 December 2010

considerable amount of cultural continuity even in
the face of broad change among the Owu people, a
sub-ethnicity of theYoruba. Such material construc-
tionsasatupa, local palm-oil lamps, isaasu, cooking
bowls for soups, and olo, grinding stones, are indi-
ces of the past in the present.
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