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Abstract 
This paper interrogates some special issues in Iwoama History and Development. 

Its main focus is on various roles played by different groups and individuals in 

the development of the community. The people of Iwoama are found in Brass 

Local Government Area of Bayelsa State. Located at the extreme south of the 

Atlantic Ocean, the people of Iwoama are blessed with abundant natural 

resources, ranging from rivers, forest, lakes, crude oil deposits and so on. 

Consequent upon the foregoing, the people engage in various economic activities 

such as fishing, palm oil production, palm wine tapping, trade and a little bit of 

farming to eke out a living. In discussing the roles of various groups in the history 

and development of the community, it was discovered that the political structure 

of the community was headed by a King who was assisted by a Council of Chiefs 

who performed executive, legislative, and judicial functions. Youths in the 

community also play important roles such as serving as law enforcement agents, 

soldiers in times of war and carrying out sanitation activities in the town. The 

women also performed rituals to cleanse the community when the land is defiled. 

They also performed numerous functions during funerals. It was further revealed 

that Iwoama was destroyed by the indigenes in 1998 due to the prevalence of 

inordinate ambition, greed, and avarice. Primary and secondary sources were 

used to get the needed information and study is both descriptive and analytical. 
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Introduction  

Iwoama, meaning “New Town” is one of the very significant towns in the Nembe-Brass 

area of the Niger Delta. It is believed that the present occupants of Iwoama migrated from 

Okpoama. This migration is seen as a blessing as it gives the people a pseudo autonomy 

and enables them to meaningfully exercise and exhibit their natural talents to their own 

benefit. It should be noted however, that the inhabitants migrated because of insecurity 

from family squabbles and its attendant consequences and not because they were seeking 
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perpetual sovereignty and independence from Okpoama (Iwoama Youth Association 

Publication, 2013). 

 

Iwoama was founded in 1873 and the position of the town was marked by a small stream, 

and was referred to as “Saikiripogu”. However, an excavation conducted by E.J. Alagoa 

and a team of archaeologists in December, 1975 shows that Iwoama otherwise known as 

Saikiripogu dates back from about AD 1000 to AD 1600. It is the oldest archaeological site 

so far studied in the Nembe area (Alagoa, 1999). The significant role played by Iwoama, 

called “Small Fish Town” by the British during the Nembe/British war of 1895 at Akassa 

and her practical technique and bravery in trapping and killing leopards that terrorized 

the entire Brass area for decades ranked her among the bravest communities in the area. 

  

From its foundation, fishing has been the mainstay of the economy of the town. However, 

after the abolition of the slave and the subsequent introduction of the legitimate trade, 

Iwoama traded with the hinterland producers and the Europeans at the coast. A once lively 

and enjoyable community was rocked by the Nigerian civil war and kingship crisis which 

later resulted to intra-communal war, leading to the total annihilation of the entire 

community. The community was, however, rebuilt by the Bayelsa State Government in 

2007. 

 

Iwoama is located at the coast of the Atlantic Ocean, at the extreme south of the country, 

Nigeria. The massive beautiful beach of the Atlantic Ocean bounds it at the south, while 

she is bounded on the east by her mother community, Okpoama. On the western end, 

Iwoama is bounded by Twon-Brass, a very important town which has served as the seat 

of government from colonial times to the present day. On the north is a great expanse of 

the delta covered with mangrove and small creeks. One of these creeks (Tointoinbio), leads 

directly to Iwoama and it’s the main route to visitors by sea. Until recent times, this sea 

route was the main access of the town to the outside world. (Iwoama Youth Association, 

2013). Twon-Brass which became important as one of the country’s main sea ports during 

the oil palm trade with the early Europeans is only one and half kilometres from Iwoama. 

These three towns- Twon-Brass, Iwoama, and Okpoama, are now connected with a 

motorable road constructed in 1973 (Iwoama Youth Association, 2013). 

 

There are several accounts of the origin, migration, and settlement of Iwoama given by 

informants. According to Febo Kuroekigha (2020), Iwoama migrated from Okpoama in 

November, 1873. The migration occurred as a result of a communal clash between families 

at Okpoama. Dennis Sinteh Abaye stated that, the present site of Iwoama was firstly 

occupied by Okpo, who is the founder of Okpoama. He and his people later moved to 
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Okuokugu, near Twon-Brass and finally settled at their present location, Okpoama, 

formally called Kaiko. He opined that, it was part of these people (Okpoama people) that 

moved back to found Iwoama, thus leaving some of the families in Okpoama (Abaye, 

2020). For our purpose, it is safe to say that Iwoama was founded by immigrants from 

Okpoama led by Digiboerigha in 1873 having taken cognizance of the various traditions. 

 

Digiboerigha was a grandson of Pegeyai who was the first Mina Priest to the 

Kalamanorowei deity of Okpoama. There were only four priesthoods in Okpoama then 

and there was no War Canoe chief. After the death of Pegeyai, Ayah came to Okpoama 

from Bassambiri because of a dispute he had with the king in Nembe-Bassambiri, took oath 

under Pegiyai’s mina and became the Mina priest and by implication, Pegayai’s house 

member. During the reign of King Obasi at Okpoama and Ockiya at Nembe, Seven War 

Canoe Houses were established and Digiboerigha was the only one that came from the 

Pegeyai’s family. 

 

Early in 1873, one Otukpo, a nephew to Digiboerigha assaulted Chief Tamunobere by 

punching him to death. Chief Isele being a brother to the deceased had to revenge his 

death. Despite the quick intervention of Chief Iti, who was a friend to Digiboerigha, Isele 

refused, thus leading to an endless war. Pegayai house members including those of Ayah 

joined forces together as brothers through the Mina deity to fight this war. The Osun group 

comprising Isele, Goli, Obasi, Omo, and Soubogha who were also called Orukari group 

also combined and fought on the other side. Since, the war became endless, Digiboerigha 

decided and led the Pegeyai and Ayah’s children and moved out of Okpoama and founded 

Iwoama in 1873 (Dennis, 2020, Eunice, 2020, IYA, 2013). 

 

The Role of Chiefs in Iwoama History and Development 

The chiefs of Iwoama had played significant roles in the social, political and economic life 

of the community. However, the roles played by the earlies chiefs are fairly different from 

the contemporary ones. The chiefs of old were more of war chiefs, they were not mere 

political heads like the contemporary chiefs. The chiefs of old were heroes and business 

merchants who participated in the legitimate trade (Alagoa, 2005, 1980, 1999, Ikimi, 1968 

and 1977). For instance, in the war between the Nembe people and British in 1895 when 

King Koko of Nembe mobilized thirty (30) war canoes and raided the headquarters of the 

Royal Niger Company at Akassa, one of the war canoes called “Niani” belonged to Chief 

Elemuowei Digiboerigha. The war canoe was led by Elder Oweifa at that time because 

Digiboerigha was old. The war canoe had about thirty paddles and canon shooters from 

Iwoama (Omubo, 2020). 
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The modern chiefs are representatives of the earliest chefs who are now revered as heroes 

and ancestors of the people. The chiefs play both political and social roles in the 

community. There is a council of chiefs in Iwoama that consists of seven chieftaincy houses 

with a chairman at the head. The council of chiefs served both executive, legislative, and 

judicial functions of the community’s traditional government. The head of this political 

structure/council of chiefs was usually regarded as the paramount ruler of the community. 

Final decisions concerning diplomatic issues in the community were taken by the chiefs. 

For instance, when there is crisis between Iwoama and another community, it was the 

chiefs that decided whether to declare war or not. The chiefs also settled disputes between 

families. They summoned families that were involved in disputes and after hearing from 

them, delivers judgement or made peace through arbitration. The chiefs equally played 

the role of mediating between the living and the departed ancestors as they were 

recognized as representatives of the heroic ancestors. 

 

Women in Iwoama History 

Women had played significant roles in the history of Iwoama. These roles are exemplified 

here by the Amatolomo (town purification), funeral duties, etc. The Amatolomo rituals were 

performed usually by women in accordance with the inherited tradition of the people. It 

was believed that human beings were not perfect and as such, some of the activities of man 

had either knowingly or unknowingly defiled the land. Therefore, the chief priest of the 

Osunyai deity would periodically proclaim that the land has been ritually defiled and as 

such, requires cleansing. He would then declare a date for the purification or cleansing of 

the land. In the purification or cleansing exercise, women dressed half naked with their 

breast exposed and make a procession round the town by midnight and performed some 

rituals to appease the gods and ancestors. During this exercise, no man was expected to 

move out or peep, either through the window or door of his house to see what is happening 

outside. It was believed that any man who looked at the women during the exercise would 

suffer a curse from the gods. The cleansing exercise was usually compulsory for every 

female adult (Febo,2020). 

 

Furthermore, women played significant and immense roles during funeral ceremonies in 

Iwoama. Before the corpse was laid in state, the women would take charge of washing and 

dressing the coprse. During the wake keep, women, especially the elderly sat around the 

coprse to monitor it throughout the night till dawn. Funeral activities in Nembe (Iwoama 

inclusive) were usually communally held and the women were responsible for the cooking 

and serving of food to the people that came for the burial from within and outside the 

community for the duration that the occasion. There was also a women organization 

known as Ilaye Ilate Ogbo whose main objective was to protect and promote the interest of 
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women in the community. This organization resisted all traditional practices fashioned for 

the underdevelopment of womanhood in the community and they made tremendous 

progress in their struggle. 

 

Youths and Development in Iwoama History  

Like any other community, the youths in Iwoama have played diverse and important roles 

in the development of the community. Youths served as law enforcement agents in 

Iwoama. They were responsible for the traditional police duties in the community and also 

served as soldiers in times of war. Sanitation activities were also the responsibility of the 

youths. They usually grouped themselves and allocated portions to the various groups for 

proper cleaning. By virtue of this activity, Iwoama was seen as one of the cleanest town in 

the coastal island.  

 

Before 1980, the youths did not have the function of fostering unity among themselves as 

a goal because of the co-operation that existed in the community. However, the first youth 

organization was formed in 1980 called “Iwoama Youth Association” and it added 

fostering of unity among the youths as one of its objectives (Ekele, 2020). The Iwoama 

Youth Association was an association of youths made up of mostly undergraduates. The 

credit of its formation goes to Hon. Febo Ebiere Kuroekigha who in November, 1979, saw 

with eagle eyes, the bright future of Iwoama through the unity of Iwoama Youths. A year 

after, (November,1980), the first caretaker committee was inaugurated with James 

Iruofagha as Chairman and Ebimonyo Ikurompo as Secretary. In December, 1980, the first 

executive cabinet was elected with Febo Kuroekigha as President while James Iruofagha 

emerged Secretary. In 1981, the second executive council was inaugurated James Iruofagha 

as President and Allison, B.D. as Secretary. In December, 1982, the third executives were 

inaugurated with Omubo Mark as President and Douglas Kennedy as Secretary 

(Ibaralanyo,2020). During each of the tenures of these youth leaders, the association made 

an impressive impact in the community, ranging from unity, solidarity and development 

in social and political fields. 

 

The youths projected the image of the community as a brave community fighting in unity 

against external forces. The Iwoama Youth Association erected an image of Iwoama as 

Leopard-Killers through the publication of the pamphlet, “The Region of Leopards”. This 

work describes the 1926 and 1941 incidents in which the community united to save the 

entire coastal island from the ravaging menace of marauding leopards. On each occasion, 

the people of the community trapped and killed the offending leopards. The image of the 

leopard killer represents an achieved action and the logo of progress through unity 

remains an inspiration for young men and women to put into practice. 
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The Iwoama Youth Association was short-lived due to the dispersal of the founding 

leaders. As mentioned earlier, the organization was founded by undergraduate students, 

thus, at their graduation, they all travelled far and wide to look for greener pastures. This 

made it impossible for them to come together to pilot the affairs of the association. As at 

the time of their departure, there were no capable hands to take over the control of the 

youth body. Hence, it began to decline gradually until it finally collapsed in 1988. 

 

Crisis, War, and Their Causes in 1woama 

The beginning of crisis in Iwoama can be traced to 1953 when the Ayah group pulled out 

from the Digiboerigha House and created the Ayah Chieftaincy House. When the people 

migrated from Okpoama, they settled in Iwoama as a united group bonded by the Mina 

Priesthood and was first led by Chief Elemuowei Digiboerigha. Other successors had also 

ruled the community under the names of Pegeyai, Digiboerigha or Abaye and Ayah had 

also led the group at various times as Mina Priest. In all these, it was only the name of 

Pegeyai, Digiboerigha, and Abaye that was recognised leaving out Ayah. Meanwhile, 

about 70% of the population of the community are descendants of Ayah. Put differently, 

seventy percent of the population of the community was from the lineage of Ayah. So the 

descendants of Ayah viewed the tradition as a deliberate, well-constructed and 

manipulated attempt to subdue the history of the Ayah lineage, so the group under the 

leadership of Mr. Iyabi Kalaigula created the Ayah Chieftaincy House (Dennis, 2020). 

 

The Pegeyai/Digiboerigha/Abaye group frowned at the Ayah group for the creation of a 

Distinct Ayah Chieftaincy House and this was the beginning of crisis in Iwoama. The Ayah 

Chieftaincy House elected Dundas Ayah as its first chief and in 1953, Chief Dundas Ayah 

was deposed and replaced with Chief Surveyor Ayah who became Chief Surveyor Iyabi 

Ayah. In 1975, Chief Surveyor Ayah was deposed and replaced with Lt. Col. Leonard D. 

Ayah as Chief Leonard Ayah. Chief Surveyor Ayah saw his disposition as illegal hence, he 

refused to surrender the title and from that point, division set in in the Ayah Chieftaincy 

House, as the House was divided into rival factions. 

 

Between 1961 and 1975, some members of the Ayah Chieftaincy House saw reasons with 

the Pegeyai/Digiboerigha/Abaye and Okpoama group that a popular Amayanabo could not 

be appointed or elected from one house. Thus, in an attempt to correct their mistake, they 

fell apart with the Chief Surveyor Iyabi faction which still maintained that their 

ascendency to the throne needed no consultation with the other groups since the Ayah 

group constituted the required majority to elect or appoint an Amayanabo. Consequently, 

there existed three parallel groups in Iwoama. These are the Pegeyai/Digiboerigha/Abaye 
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group on the one side and the two warring factions of Ayah House led by Surveyor Iyabi 

Ayah and Lt. Col.  Leonard Ayah. 

 

By December 1993, the Surveyor Iyabi faction of Ayah House appointed and chalked eight 

persons as chiefs in the community. This action served as a catalyst in the crisis as the 

chalking of the eight persons compelled the other group in Ayah House led by Lt Col 

Leonard Ayah and Pegeyai/Digiboerigha/Abaye group to unite in their pursuit to stop the 

newly installed chiefs from achieving their aim (Anderson, 2020). The person’s so chalked 

were C.J. Iyabi Kesiye Iyabi (C.J. Iyabi’s first son), Collins Tariigha, Kioi Beye Pogo, 

Ikuromo Sam, Sikigha Allison, Daunyo Omoniyibi and Eteli Makiri. Chief Barasionpre of 

Twon-Brass chalked the newly appointed chiefs. 

 

In 1995, the crisis reached its peak and war was inevitable. The two factions began to seek 

support from outside the community. Iyabi’s faction was supported by Twon-Brass while 

the other faction was supported by their traditional parent community, Okpoama. On the 

24th of November, 1995, the long rumoured and awaited war broke out, leading to the 

partial destruction of the community. The entire community was deserted and people 

became refugees in Okpoama and Twon-Brass respectively. 

 

Iwoama became a ghost town from 24th November, 1995 to January, 1997 when people 

began to return to the community gradually. Burnt houses were renovated and rebuilt, 

destroyed properties were being replaced gradually and life was gradually returning to 

the community when the angry faction invaded the town again in August, 1998. The 1998 

attack totally destroyed the community, putting it out of existence. The entire community 

was burnt town, not even a single house was spared. However, the community was rebuilt 

in 2007 with the help of the state government and houses were distributed to members of 

the community that were affected by the war. 

 

Iwoama and Her Immediate Neighbours 

The relationship between Iwoama and Her Neighbours had been a cordial one over the 

years. Some of the communities have historical links with Iwoama and as such they have 

maintained that relationship from the origin of the town. For instance, the people of 

Iwoama are a migrant group from Okpoama who left their traditional home (Okpoama) 

to settle in Iwoama in 1873. Secondly, the land presently occupied by Iwoama was first 

occupied by Okpoama, known then as Sakiripogu (Iwoama Youth Association, 2013). By 

virtue of their historical links, there is no creek or land demarcation or boundary between 

the two communities. All fishing ports, creeks, and community farmlands were 

collectively owned and used. There was the Okpoama/Iwoama Council of Chiefs which 
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collectively protected the interest of both communities (Eunice, 2020). There were also 

cultural and social affiliations between them. For instance, the Sekiapu cultural club was a 

symbol of unity between the two communities. This was so because whoever entered the 

Sekiapu club in one community was automatically a member of the club in the other 

community. So, Iwoama and Okpoama are two inseparable communities taken into 

consideration, the history and culture of the two communities. 

 

Similarly, Iwoama had historical links with the Nembe-Bassambiri community because of 

Ayah who left Nembe-Bassambiri to Okpoama. It is the Ayah descendants that now make 

up the Ayah House of Iwoama. Iwoama chiefs also belong to the Nembe Council of Chiefs 

where the corporate existence and interest of the entire Nembe Community was advanced. 

This was the situation until 1993 when internal crisis rocked the community and led to the 

diplomatic break down with some Nembe communities by some factions which also led 

to their withdrawal from the Nembe Council of Chiefs (Numo, 2020). 

 

Conclusion  

The tradition of Iwoama history indicates that the community was first settled as 

Saikiripogu and was later abandoned and resettled by migrants from Okpoama in 1873 

due to an inter house crisis in Okpoama. Fishing was their major occupation but the 

community participated actively in the palm oil trade as middlemen between the 

hinterland producers and the Europeans at the sea port at Twon-Brass in the era of 

legitimate trade. Petty farming and hunting was also embarked upon by the people for 

sustainable living and development. The community was also known as the leopard killers 

as they took a bold step to trap and kill leopards that terrorized the entire coastal sub-

region for over a decade. Osunniyai remained the god of the town until the 20 th century 

when Christianity was introduced to the community during the colonial era. Even with 

the introduction of Christianity, majority of the population still hold on to their traditional 

god until the early eighties when Christianity became a dominant religion. 

 

The political structure of the community was such that it was headed by a king 

(Amayanabo), who was assisted by a council of chiefs. Youths also played significant roles 

in the socio- political activities of the community. Iwoama became a British Protectorate in 

1885 and later, became part of the British Colony in 1900. The trade monopoly of the Royal 

Niger Company angered Iwoama and other Nembe people. This made King Koko to 

mobilize war canoes including the war canoes from Iwoama and launched an attack on the 

company’s headquarters at Akassa in 1895 (Ikime, 1977, Alagoa, 1980). 
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The brave town of Iwoama had experienced lots of internal and external wars with the 

effects of war clearly manifesting in the town. From 1967-1970, the ill-fated Nigerian Civil 

War held the community hostage, being one of the oil bearing communities which became 

the interest of the Nigerian and Biafran sides. Between 1995 and 1998, the community was 

rocked with series of intra-communal clashes which began in the early 1960s as a result of 

kingship and chieftaincy of the town. Iwoama which was once a buoyant and enviable 

community gradually fell apart and the community was destroyed by the indigenes 

themselves due to the prevalence of inordinate ambition, greed and avarice over genuine 

patriotism for the community. The community was rebuilt in 2007 with the help of the 

Bayelsa State government. 
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