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Introduction


The Kingdom of Dahomey, established in West Africa in the seventeenth century, was a fervently militaristic state with a feared professional army that included some of the only all-female military units in history. The society of this nation was based on conquest and the use of captives as slaves and human sacrifices. When the international slave trade expanded, Dahomey became one of the most significant slave trading centers in the world, establishing international connections with countries in Europe and elsewhere.

The abolition of slavery in many European countries in the early nineteenth century and the growth of aggressive European colonial expansion in Africa in the late nineteenth century eventually led to the end of Dahomey as an independent kingdom. It found itself in conflict with France and, after two disastrous wars, became the colony of French Dahomey in 1904. Today, the region forms part of the Republic of Benin.

In this book, we discover the history of the Kingdom of Dahomey from beginning to end.


Chapter One

Origins: The Creation of Dahomey

“The fish who has escaped the net won’t go back in it.”

—King Houegbadja of Dahomey

The Yoruba people were among the most urbanized of all societies in Africa. As early as the eighth century, a sophisticated Yoruba empire comprising a number of allied city-states grew in the area of West Africa that covers parts of present-day Nigeria, Benin, and Togo. Each city-state was ruled by an oba (king), and many had fortresses with high walls and gates controlling entry and exit. Most powerful of all was the city of Ile-Ife, located in present-day Nigeria, around 125 miles (200 kilometers) northeast of the city of Lagos. In Ile-Ife and other cities, a unique Yoruba culture emerged that included distinctive art in terracotta, stone, copper, brass, and bronze.

By the eleventh century, the most powerful Yoruba city in this region was Oyo-Ile. With a powerful army that included cavalry (something that was unusual in African armies of this period) and a well-developed administration, Oyo came to dominate the lands of the Yoruba. By the seventeenth century, the Oyo Empire had become the largest and most significant of all the Yoruba kingdoms, with the territory it controlled stretching over 60 miles (100 kilometers) west of Oyo-Ile to the coast of the Gulf of Benin.

Before long, the Oyo Empire governed a territory of over 55,000 square miles (150,000 square kilometers) through a well-developed administrative structure supported by a powerful army. During this time, European interest in and contact with Africa was growing. Although the Mediterranean coast of North Africa was well known to European nations, the bulk of the continent remained unknown until its exploration by Portuguese sailors in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. By the early seventeenth century, Dutch and English explorers also began to visit the east and west coasts of Africa. Initially, this exploration was undertaken in order to create a sea route from Europe to the spice islands of the East Indies. Soon, however, European countries began to establish trading posts on the coasts of Africa in order to trade in the most valuable commodity of all: slaves.

The area of Atlantic coastline closest to the Oyo Empire became part of what was known in Europe as the “slave coast.” Oyo became wealthy through this early contact with Europe, but its access to the lucrative slave trade was based on its relationship with a new power growing in the region based on a different African ethnic group: the Fon people.

The Fon people, like many ancient African ethnic groups, lack written historical records; what they have instead is oral traditions that tell the story of how this culture was created. According to these traditions, the Fon people originated in the town of Tado, part of the Aja kingdom of Allada. The ruler of the Fon, King Agasu, was a member of one of the ruling families of Allada, but at some point toward the end of the fifteenth century, a split developed between the Fon and the other ruling groups of Allada. As a result, the Fon left Allada and moved north to the Abomey plateau in present-day Benin with King Agasu’s son, Dogbari.

One of the defining features of the Fon people is their belief in a religion known as Vodun (also as Vodoun, Vodzu, or Vodu). This polytheistic religion has four separate but connected elements: public gods, private gods, ancestral spirits, and magic. The Fon creation story features a female deity, Nana Buluku, who gave birth to subsidiary gods and created the universe and everything in it. Only through making offerings and holding rituals to appease this pantheon of gods and ancestral spirits can the Fon hope to receive the gods’ favor. This religion is specific to the Fon, though these people also share many other cultural origins with the Yoruba and other ethnic groups in the region, including the Akan and Ewe people.

For around 40 years, the Fon people remained in settlements within the Abomey plateau. Then, around 1645, a new Fon king began to expand the territory controlled by these people. King Houegbadja (who reigned from 1645 to 1685) began to lead his army on raids that expanded Fon territory. Houegbadja is also credited with ordering the construction of the first royal palace in Abomey.

However, though it did expand, the territory controlled by the Fon remained relatively small and isolated. It was located well inland and with no access to the Atlantic Ocean. For the most part, this land comprised of flat savannah grassland, ideal for agriculture and allowing easy transport and access. This territory was also protected by natural features, principally the Mahi swamplands and dense forests, which provided a measure of protection, particularly from the Oyo Empire. The areas controlled by the Fon and the Oyo Empire were relatively close, straddling the present-day border between Benin and Nigeria, but these natural borders allowed the Fon territory to grow initially without direct conflict with Oyo.

At some time around 1645, this Fon territory began to be called Dahomey. Fon oral tradition claims that this originated with a conflict between the Fon and the Gedevi, the indigenous people of the Abomey plateau. The Gedevi originally agreed to allow the Fon to settle in the region, but when King Houegbadja announced plans to build a palace in Abomey, one Gedevi chief, Dan, objected. According to Fon tradition, he complained, “Should I open up my belly and build you a house in it?”

King Houegbadja then immediately killed the Gedevi chief and ordered that his new palace be built on the site. The palace and subsequently the empire that grew around it became known as Danxome (Dan being the name of the Gedevi chief, xo meaning “belly” in the Fon language, and me meaning “inside”). Like many aspects of the creation of the Kingdom of Dahomey, this may or may not have a basis in truth, but in any case, from the mid-seventeenth century, the area controlled by the Fon people became generally known as the Kingdom of Dahomey.

To the south of Dahomey, on the Atlantic coast, were two other important city-states, Allada (from which the Fon people were originally said to have come) and Whydah. In its early period, Dahomey seems to have had an alliance with both and established trade routes that gave it access to international trade. Originally, trade was focused on the export of cloth and ivory, but in the early seventeenth century, the slave trade that had begun a century earlier grew exponentially.

European nations needed enslaved people to allow them to profitably operate businesses in new regions that were being colonized. Africa became the main source of these slaves. Early European traders did not want to risk trips into the unexplored interior of Africa and instead established coastal trading centers. These included the ports of Allada and Whydah. Through its alliances with these city-states, Dahomey became one of the most important sources of slaves. Although few Europeans traveled to the area, Dahomey became known and began to receive large quantities of European imports that included gunpowder, guns, and metal goods.

Yet although Dahomey became wealthy, it was completely dependent on the continuing goodwill of Allada and Whydah. That was soon about to change.


Chapter Two

Expansion and Conquest

“The many grasses and leaves that cover the ground do not keep the small tegbesu plant from growing.”

—King Tegbesu of Dahomey

Initially, European trade was shared between both Allada and Whydah. However, the king of Whydah proved more amenable to allowing European settlements and trading houses to be established in the city, and by the end of the sixteenth century, the balance of trade was shifting towards Whydah. This did not directly affect Dahomey, which had alliances with both, but it did notably weaken Allada.

The king of Allada sent envoys to European countries in the late seventeenth century, but this did little to change the situation. By 1683, the two main European countries trading through the slave coast—England and Holland—had both established their main forts in Whydah. Trade moving through Allada thus dwindled further. In 1704, several European countries signed an agreement with Whydah which made it an internationally recognized neutral trading port, and virtually all trade through Allada ended. Throughout the eighteenth century, Whydah was one of the most important trading ports in Africa and the main port used for the slave trade.

This agreement with European nations had two important results: the effective cessation of trade with Allada seriously weakened the economy and social cohesion of that country. In Whydah, the agreement brought a substantial increase in trade, particularly the trade in enslaved people, but it also brought large numbers of Europeans to Whydah. Even as it brought wealth, this influx of foreigners also began to undermine the social fabric of the city-state of Whydah. Suddenly, Dahomey found itself with two seriously weakened neighbors to the south.

In 1708, a new king, Agaja, grandson of Houegbadja, took the throne in Dahomey. As soon as he became king, Agaja made it clear that he intended to expand toward both Allada and Whydah. He began to increase the size and capability of the army of Dahomey, and in 1720, he repudiated the long-standing alliance with Allada. Four years later, he offered to intervene when Allada suffered a brief civil war following a dispute over succession, but instead of supporting one of the claimants to the throne, Agaja defeated the army of Allada and occupied the city with his own forces. Soon after, he moved his capital from Abomey to Allada. In 1727, Agaja’s army attacked Whydah, defeated its army, and occupied the city.

Encouraged by these easy victories, Agaja ordered his forces to attack the Oyo Empire to the west in 1729. The Oyo Empire was seriously concerned about the Dahomey occupation of both Allada and Whydah, which seemed to threaten its ability to trade. Oyo responded to raids by Agaja’s forces by sending a large army into Dahomey. This included a large contingent of javelin-armed cavalry. Oyo was able to purchase horses from Arab traders from the north, something that Dahomey could not do. Agaja’s army consequently had no cavalry and found it difficult to fight this highly mobile enemy.

While this series of conflicts was in progress, the royal family of Whydah, sensing that Dahomey was preoccupied with Oyo, returned to the city and retook control. Agaja was forced
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