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CANNON KNOWN FROM THE FORMER KINGDOM OF
BENIN (WEST AFRICA)

Peter M. Roese & Ronald B. Smith

Introductory

The history of the former Kingdom of Benin is well known and there-
fore there is no need to go into details and a short abstract may suffice.
The reader interested to know more about it is advised to look at the
enclosed bibliography. Before the arrival of the Portuguese at the end of
the 15" century we have to rely mostly on oral traditions and the results of
a few archaeological attempts. We are indebted to a number of traders,
missionaries, officials, etc. who provided written records during past cen-
turies. Real interest was aroused in 1897 when the invading British forces
discovered large quantities of cast articles, carved ivories and other preci-
ous works of art. Few had expected such a highly developed African
culture, although in decline at this time. Among the articles discovered in
Benin City are some artillery pieces, four of them breech-loaders. The
present paper is an attempt to establish something about their origin and
use. The results show that it was not only possible to describe the cannon
in detail, but also to reveal some of the mysteries about them.

The authors would like to thank the following persons and institutions
for granting permission to publish drawings and photographs: The Board
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of Trustees, Royal Armouries, Tower of London, Dr. H.-J. Kolof of the
Museum fiir Vélkerkunde, Berlin. Furthermore we are grateful for the
assistance and advise provided by Dr. D.M. Bondarenko, Moscow, Chief
G.A. Bruegmann, the Okakuo of Mosogar and Jesse, Hamburg, Dr. P.J.C.
Dark, Truro, Prof. F. Willett, Glasgow, Dr. J. Willers, Niirnberg, Werner
Reichel, Lindenfels, Prof. A. Duchateau, Wien, Christof Grassmayr,
Innsbruck, Dr. Giinter Dirrheimer of the Heeresgeschichtliches Museum
im Arsenal, Wien, Sue Beeby, British Museum, London.

Key words: Cannon taken away from Benin City (Southern Nige-
ria) in 1897 — Historical background — Technical features — Ceremonial/
religious significance.

The military organisation of the former Kingdom of Benin

A full account on the military organisation, including tactics, wea-
pons, logistics, etc., has already been provided by one of the authors. (Ro-
ese 1992) This account contains drawings and reconstructions of the usual
range of small arms such as spears, bows and arrows, knives, etc. Howe-
ver, an account of the cannon found in Benin by the invading British for-
ces in 1897 has not been provided so far.

Description of early breech-loading cannon

It is not the purpose of the present work a provide a history of fire-
arms and, therefore a brief description is provided below. It is not certain
where the first firearms originated. They probably appeared before the
middle of the 13" century. The first dateable firearm is the so called “Tan-
nenberger Handbiichse”, now at the Germanische Nationalmuseum, Niirn-
berg, which was found in 1848 at the bottom of a well inside the castle of
Tannenberg (to the north of Heidelberg). The barrel still contained its char-
ge. Tannenberg castle was destroyed in 1399, therefore making this wea-
pon the first definitely datable firearm.

The advent of the first breech-loading cannon took place during the
second half of the 14" century. The origin of the breech-loading cannon
has not been discovered so far. It is also not known for sure why this idea,
which enabled a higher rate of fire compared to the muzzle-loader, was
not followed up and breech-loaders had their true development only in the
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19% century. One reason may certainly be that in the early days the speci-
alists had no technical means to seal the breech chamber tightly. In case
the cannon was made of bronze, the part of the breech chamber being in
contact with the barrel tended to burn out. Therefore a lot of energy esca-
ped between breech chamber and barrel. Furthermore they could not hold
as powerful a charge as a muzzle-loader. Also when fired they had a
dangerous habit of throwing back objects, making them unsafe for their
operators.

There are two types of early breech-loaders:

(a) With a breech trough attached to the barrel into which the breech
chamber, holding the charge is inserted from above. The breech chamber
is secured tightly by means of a wedge. These are swivel guns, destined
for pivot mounting on board of ships or on walls of fortifications.

(b) With the breech chamber attached to the rear of the barrel. They
have usually been fastened to a wooden frame. The breech chamber was
wedged to the barrel.

Oral traditions about the introduction of cannon and other early infor-
mation in this context

No doubt, the historical value of oral traditions should be examined
rather carefully. However, as will be shown below, oral traditions cannot
be ignored in the context with cannon. Although the introduction of the
first firearms is mentioned in connection with King Ozolua (about end of
the 15" century), his son and successor Esigie is most strongly associated
with it. (Egharevba (1954) 1969, 9, 18) His reign can be placed roughly
from the beginning to the middle of the 16" century. He is credited to have
defeated the invading Igala of Idah (east of the Niger, below the confluen-
ce of the Benue) around 1515-17. A letter written by a Portuguese ap-
pears to confirm this date. (Blake (1941) 1967, 123)

The decisive battle of the so-called “Idah war” took place at the foot
of the Oregbeni Hills, directly opposite Benin City. The actual retreat of
the Idah army was apparently initiated by a shot fired by a cannon man-
ned by Portuguese (or a German in Portuguese service). (Egharevba 1949,
26) For further details consult the article written on the war with the Igala
by one of the authors. (Roese 1997)
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P.A. Talbot collected oral traditions in the 1920s which implied: “The
Bini possessed semi-breech-loading cannons, made by, or with the aid of,

Portuguese, almost as soon as they appeared in Europe.” (Talbot (1926)
1969 11, 826)

The connection between firearms and Esigie has, as stated above, a
strong traditional background. Cyril Punch, the English trader who visited
Benin City in 1889 and in the 1890s, wrote the following in this context:
“There was a compound dedicated to him in Benin, in which was a deep
well of pure water and a very old breech loading gun.” (Roth (1903) 1968,
54) More about Esigie see below.

During his researches in the 1960s, R.E. Bradbury was told: “....the-
re is at Benin City a ward known as /woki whose members had, among
other functions, that of looking after the Oba’s guns and cannon. The
Iwoki date their foundation to Esigie’s reign and some claim to be de-
scended from Europeans called Ava and Uti. Ava and Uti are said, on one
occasion to have protected the Oba by standing with guns, one on each
side of him and up to the present day, on ceremonial occasions, the Oba is
flanked by two /woki with guns. The shrine of the god of iron at which the
Iwoki worship is called Ogun-Esigie. It seems likely then that the /woki
was founded to look after guns when they were first introduced....” (Brad-
bury 1959, 279) As will be shown later, the Ogun-Esigie shrine may possibly
be identical with the one described in the chapter "The Iwoki”.

Talbot assumes Afa may be identical with Joao Afonso de Aveiro.
(Talbot (1926) 1969 I, 156) As will be shown later he was the first recor-
ded European visitor in Benin City. More details about the /woki see chapter
”The Iwoki”.

B.W. Blackmun describes a musketeer on a carved ivory tusk who,
according to her opinion, “....may refer to the /woki, armed Portuguese
who helped Esigie subdue a.....coalition early in his reign.” (Blackmun
1988, 132) This is a very intriguing suggestion that the Portuguese even
may have helped Esigie in fighting internal enemies.The above may refer
to Esigie’s brother Aruanran and the latter’s Iyase (of Udo) or to ano-
ther similar incident. (Egharevba 1968, 26)

M. Jungwith collected local traditions from the reign of King Eheng-
buda (last quarter of 16" century). It is related how a man was ordered to
”....go to Uselu and bring the ETU (cannon).” (Jungwirth 1968, 190)
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A search in contemporary European records for the first firearms in
possession of the Edo

End of the 15"/ beginning of the 16" centuries

Benin City was reached by the Portuguese under Joao Afonso de
Aveiro in 1485 or 86, although the coast was already visited in 1472 by
Ruy de Sequeira. There are no reports about firearms being handed over
to the Edo. However, the King of Benin was very eager to get hold of
such weapons (see below).

1513 0r1514

During this time an incident took place, decribed by A.F.C. Ryder as
follows: “Further proof of the Oba s interest in firearms is provided....in
1514 by the seizure, on his orders, of a cannon from a Portuguese caravel
trading in the Benin River....The incident must have occured early in 1514
or in the previous year...” (Ryder 1961, 234, according to T.T. Corpo Cro-
nologico 11, 46.165. 29 April 1514) Ryder further assumes that the king
possibly “....hoped to learn thereby the secret of their construction so that
they might be made independently by the metal-workers of Benin City, the
impossibility of which must have become quickly obvious.” (Ryder 1961,
234) The above is actually in contrast to the already mentioned traditions
collected by Talbot which imply a very early manufacture of breech-loa-
ding cannons in Benin.

1514

Ryder’s above statement is further somehow contradicted by a letter
from the Portuguese King Manuel to the King of Benin, dated November
20™, 1514. The letter was preceded by the visit of a Benin ambassador,
called Dom Jorge, who was on a mission in Portugal and among other
issues he presented the wish of his sovereign to obtain firearms. The reply
in this context was favourable because King Manuel wrote: “For when
we see that you have embraced the teachings of Christianity like a good
and faithful Christian, there will be nothing in our realms with which we
shall not be glad to favour you, whether it be arms or cannon and all other
weapons of war for use against your enemies; of such things we have a
great store, as Dom Jorge your ambassador will inform you.” (Ryder 1969,
47)
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1522

In this year the Portuguese vessel ”Sao Miguel” traded in the Forca-
dos River. The ship’s book contained the following instructions for the
pilot: ”You must keep good guard and watch upon the arms that are on this
ship, so that they do not come into the hands of the negroes....” (Ryder
1969, 297)

Cannon possibly manufactured during the reign of the Tudors (ca.
1460-1603), found in Benin City

Punch observed during a visit to Benin City in 1889: “We are first
taken to a juju house the spirit of which is contained in a pile of old guns
which would, I think, be acceptable in the Tower of London. They are
very old, so old that I dont remember seeing anything like them in the
Tower, or anywhere else save in pictures of guns belonging in the Tudor
period or even earlier. They are old breech loaders of a very primitive
make, with rings, the breech is simply an opening to put a cartridge in , and
a block of iron to close it. Two slots in the side through (which) a pin would
be passed to jam up the breech block.”

“I fancy in the early days of the discovery of the New World the
pioneers, Buccaneers, etc., used to call down the bights and pick up a load
of slaves to help work their ships; if so it would account for the presence
in this out-of-the-way place, of guns which we feel are centuries old. The
Benin people evidently hold them in great veneration, as the king’s mes-
sengers and Kroo boys are made to stand outside the court where they
are, and only the two white men and juju men are allowed to see them.
Tombo is produced and kola nuts, some of each having been offered to the
juju by being placed in the breeches of the rusty old guns. We are regaled
with the rest. After sitting here for some time we are taken to visit the
kings courtyard and houses.” (Punch 1889, 11)

Ben-Amos has to say the following about the kola nut: “The kola nut
is the symbol par excellence of civilisation, of supernaturally sanctioned
sociability. Householders generally welcome guests by offering them kola
nuts. After an invocation, the nut is broken into segments and distributed
according to relative seniority.” Furthermore during certain ceremonies,
kola nuts play a part, together with for instance palm wine (Punch’s ”Tom-
bo”, see above). (Ben-Amos 1976, 244)
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