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Cross River monoliths: community efforts to salvage their heritage 

Text and photographs (2015) by 
Dr. Ivor Miller and Dr. Abu Edet, Department of History and International Studies,  

University of Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria 
email: imiller@hampshire.edu; abu_edet@yahoo.com 

  
H o n .  ( M r s . )  M a r g a r e t  A g b o r  E l l a  o f  E m a n g a g b e  c o m m u n i t y .  S h e  h a s  b e c o m e  a  

l o c a l  h e r o  f o r  h e r  e f f o r t s  t o  s a v e  t h e  c a r v e d  m o n o l i t h s  f r o m  d e s t r u c t i o n .  
 
Problem:  In  contemporary  Niger ia ,  loca l  communit ies  are  faced with  the  
end of  the i r  her i tage ,  whether  l inguis t i c ,  ar t i s t i c ,  sp ir i tua l  and communal ,  
due  to  two major  fac tors :  the  invas ion  of  fore ign  monotheis t i c  re l ig ions  
and incompetent  governance  a t  both  s ta te  and federa l  leve ls .  Our  recent  
t r ip  to  the  h is tor ic  areas  of  the  Cross  River  monol i ths  found severa l  
examples  of  both  the  devasta t ion  of  her i tage ,  and the  cr i t i ca l  community  
response  to  take  loca l  ac t ion  in  defense  of  the i r  her i tage .  
 
February  16 ,  2015 ,  in  the  company of  Chief  ‘Or lando’  Akong,  we v is i ted  
Njemetop v i l lage  in  Nsel le  Clan  ( Ikom L.G.A. ) ,  where  we found that  
community  leaders ,  mot ivated  by  the ir  concern  for  the  thef t ,  vandal i sm 
and destruct ion  by  f i re  o f  the i r  monol i ths ,  had moved s ix  o f  them into  
the i r  v i l lage  square ,  where  they  are  surrounded by  houses .  An e lder  

teacher ,  Mr .  Pau l inus  Ayambe ,  to ld  us :    
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“Our  fore - fa thers  l ived  in  Nkr igom v i l l a g e ,  b u t  when  t h e  e l d e r s  
d ied ,  t h e  y o u n g e r  ones  mo v e d  t o  f o u n d new v i l l ages .  Then  
Mbembe  people  occup i e d  t h e  l a n d ,  but  t h e y  b e g a n  t o  remove  t h o s e  
mo n o l i t h s ,  se l l ing  them t o  outs iders ;  we  don ’ t  know who .  In  1993  
we  wer e  ab le  to  dr ive  t h e  M b e mb e  away  f rom the  l and .    
  In  t h e  O l d  N j e me t o p v i l l age ,  we  had  about  100  and  s tones ,  but  
when  we  went  to  c l ear  tha t  a rea ,  we  found  on ly  s ix  s tones  l e f t .  In  
response ,  the  v i l l age  commit tee  wrote  to  the  N a t i o n a l  Commiss ion  
for  Museums  and  Monuments ,  wi th  a  copy  to  the  Cura tor ,  Nat iona l  
Museum,  Ca labar .  I  t o o k  t h e  t w o  l e t t e r s  t o  C a l a b a r ,  h a n de d  t h e m 
to  the  Cura tor ,  who  then  forwarded  one  to  Abu ja .  U p  t o  n o w  w e  
have  not  heard  any  response .  Because  o f  th i s ,  we  have  re loca ted  
t h e  s i x  s t o n e s  t o  t h e  c urrent  N jemetop  v i l l age ,  then  mo lded  cement  
b l o c k s  t o  ma k e  a  c i v i c  c e n t e r ,  and  to  ma k e  a  s e c u r e  f ence  t o  
p r o tec t  our  monol i ths ”  (Paul inus  Ayambe) .      

 
C i r c l e  o f  r e l o c a t e d  s t o n e s  a t  N j e m e t o p  v i l l a g e .  T h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  b r u s h  l e a d s  
t o  c o n t i n u a l  f i r e  d a m a g e .  N o t e  t h e  s p a l l s  a n d  c r a c k s  o n  t h e  s t o n e  a t  r i g h t .  

In  sp i t e  o f  t h e  e f for t s  o f  v i l l age  l eaders ,  the  s tones  a re  s t i l l  be ing  

damaged  b y  f i r e ,  because  loca l s  b u r n i n g  t h e  b r u s h  a r o u n d  t h e  s t o n e s .  

A  comple te  response  requi res  educa t ing  the  commu ni t i es  about  the i r  

p r e s e r v a t i o n ,  a n d  h i r i n g  t h e m i n  s u p p o r t  p r o g r a ms  o f  p r e s e r v a t i o n .  
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E a c h  m o n o l i t h  h a s  u n i q u e  f e a t u r e s :  i n s c r i p t i o n s ,  s y m b o l s  a n d  s t y l e .  B e l o w :  a  
r a r e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  m a l e  g e n i t a l s  ( l e f t ) ;  a n  a d u l t  a n d  s m a l l  ‘ c h i l d ’  s t o n e  

( m i d d l e ) ;  t h r e e  s t o n e s  b e n e a t h  a n  E k p e  ‘ o b o t i ’  t r e e  i n  a  s h r i n e  f o r m a t i o n  ( r i g h t ) .  

   
N j e m e t o p  v i l l a g e ,  r e l o c a t e d  s t o n e s .  

 
February  17 ,  2015 ,  we  v is i ted  Emangagbe  community ,  where  ‘Honorable ’  
Margaret  Agbor  El la ,  to ld  us  of  her  e f for ts  to  save  the  monol i ths .  The  
daughter  o f  a  royal  fami ly ,  Hon.  E l la  ident i f ies  deeply  wi th  the  monol i ths  
as  represent ing  her  ances tors .  She  reported  that  when her  maternal  
grandfather  spoke  to  the  monol i ths ,  they  would  respond.  When she  
discovered monol i ths  be ing  destroyed by  f i re  in  a  nearby  abandoned 
vi l lage ,  she  urgent ly  re located  them to  Emangabe  v i l lage  square  for  
protec t ion .  The  s tones  were  too  heavy to  move ,  so  in  her  words ,   
 

“ I  began to  pray  to  the  monol i ths .  I  to ld  them,  ‘My concern  i s  that  
you no  longer  burn  in  the  f i re .  P lease ! ,  the  o ld  men of  Nnam,  would  
you he lp  me so  that  I  wi l l  be  able  to  l i f t  you f rom this  p lace  to  save  
you f rom the  f i re . ’  As  I  spoke ,  the  four  young men were  able  to  l i f t  
these  s tones  in  a  t ruck .  

Af ter  th is ,  a l l  the  chie fs  o f  Nnam c lan  ca l led  me to  in terrogate  
me.  When I  expla ined the  s i tuat ion ,  they  responded:  ‘You deserve  
apprec ia t ion’ .  They  gave  me a  b less ing ,  and prayed for  me that  I  wi l l  
be  b lessed for  preserving  these  monol i ths .”  
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Hon.  E l la  suggested  that  the  most  important  tool  for  preservat ion of  

the  monol i ths  i s  to  educate  the  loca l  communit ies ,  espec ia l ly  the  youths .  
This  i s  because  Niger ian  pastors  in  loca l  churches ,  par t icular ly  
Pentecosta l ,  have  played a  des truct ive  ro le  by  dissuading the  people  f rom 
apprec ia t ing  and preserving  the i r  her i tage ,  by  labe l ing  the  monol i ths  and 
any form of  t radi t ional  cul ture  as  ‘wi tchcraf t ’  and ‘ s inful ’ .  

  
Monoliths in an abandoned village. Bush fires made cash crop farmers are destroying them. 

 

 
Emamgabe village. Four monoliths relocated by Hon. Ella to save them from destruction. 


