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O
n 4� February� 1993, the Lagos State 

Government House at Marina buzzed with 

music from talking drums and the low 

murmur of invited dignitaries. Under a canopy of 

royal blue and white, Governor Michael Otedola 

approached the raised dais where Oba Yekini 

Adeniyi Elegushi stood in coral beaded robes. In his 

right hand he held a carved staff of 

ofce, its lion head nial gleaming in 

the morning sun.

As the governor formally handed 

over the instrument, community 

leaders  and palace ch iefs 

exchanged nods: Ikate Elegushi 

was no longer just one among 

the Idejo, but a fully recognized 

k i n g d o m .  T h a t  m o m e n t 

marked the transformation of 

ancestral authority into state 

backed monarchy, and began 

a new chapter that still echoes 

along the sand and surf of 

Elegushi Beach.
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This coastal commerce set a template for modern port 

expansion in Lagos State. The same winds that once lled 

sail-bags on pirogues now propel container ships into 

Apapa and Lekki Deep Sea Port. Yet the entrepreneurial 

spirit endures, today’s logistics rms in Lekki trace roots to 

those coastal barters. A 1720 ledger entry notes 

“Elegushi’s oil dock” as a tariff point, suggesting an early 

form of land-lease revenue that the palace still 

collects—albeit now in millions of naira rather than litres 

of oil. In this way, Ikate-Elegushi’s 400-year-old trade 

networks foreshadowed Lagos’s rise as Nigeria’s 

commercial hub, demonstrating that maritime 

commerce remains an economic lifeline for the kingdom 

and the wider African coast.

Long before its modern coronations, however, the story 

of Ikate entwines with the larger drama of Lagos’s 

founders. One recent retelling comes from Lagos’s 

traditional elders themselves: Oba Sulaimon Bamgbade 

of Isheri (the Olon there) reminded Nigeria that “Lagos 

was founded by Olon Ogunfuminire, the progenitor of 

the Awori”, and that his children – known as the Idejo – 

were “the actual traditional landowners of Lagos”. By this 

account, Olon parceled out the entire Lagos region to 

his own kin: “he assigned Iru to the Oniru, Ikate to the 

Elegushi, Lagos Island to Aromire, Iganmu to Ojora,” and 

so on. In other words, Ikate-Elegushi’s claim to Lagos land 

is as old as Lagos itself – one branch of a great Awori 

family saga stretching back centuries.

This Awori narrative has long clashed with another: that 

of Benin. Historically, Lagos paid tribute to the Obas of 

Benin until the 19th century. In fact, the lineage of the 

Lagos monarchy itself began with a Benin-endowed 

gure. According to historical records, “all Obas of Lagos 

trace their lineage to Ashipa – an Awori war captain of the 

Oba of Benin,” who was handed Lagos as a ef by the 

powerful Edo ruler. Ashipa carried a sword and royal 

drum from Benin as symbols of authority, and Benin even 

placed its chiefs in Lagos (the early Akarigbere class of 

white-cap chiefs) to safeguard its interests.

Lagos remained a Benin tributary, sending regular dues, 

until around 1830. Then came the 1851 British invasion: 

Oba Kosoko was defeated and deposed, and under 

colonial directive Lagos broke formal ties with Benin’s 

throne. (By 1861 Lagos was a British protectorate.) Over 

time the British would rule Lagos, then Nigeria, but the 

Yoruba kingdoms like Ikate maintained their hereditary 

Nestled between the restless Atlantic and the calm 

expanse of the Lagos Lagoon lies Ikate Elegushi, a 

kingdom whose story mirrors the rise and reinvention of 

Lagos itself. Far more than a relic of precolonial 

settlement, Ikate has been a crucible of commerce, 

politics, and culture for over four centuries. Originally an 

Awori heartland that became an Idejo power base, it 

weathered Benin suzerainty, negotiated British indirect 

rule, and now strides condently into the 21st century 

under the stewardship of Oba Saheed Ademola Elegushi.

 

        To chart Ikate’s journey is to 

trace the sinews of Lagos’s 

own transformation, how a 

fringe fishing village evolved 

into a crown jewel of Africa’s 

fastest growing megacity.

The rst known chapter of Ikate begins in the 16th 

century, when a group of hunters and shermen ed the 

upheaval on Iddo Island, seeking refuge under Kusenla, 

son of Olon Ogunfunminire, himself an Ife born 

progenitor credited with founding Lagos. Oral tradition 

insists that in 1606, Kusenla selected a stretch of swampy 

bushland noted for a peculiar tree he called “Ikate,” built a 

modest settlement there, and became the rst Elegushi, 

or chieftain, of the land that now bears his name. In the 

decades that followed, cassava and palm groves 

ourished alongside yam patches; the people made garri, 

palm oil, and palm kernels, bartering these staples for sh 

and forest game, and later for European goods once 17th 

century traders began plying the lagoon.

Long before railways and roads, Ikate’s coconut-scented 

shores formed a vital link in the Atlantic-world economy. 

By the early 18th century, traders from Badore landing on 

Ikate Beach loaded dugout canoes with palm-kernel oil 

destined rst for Benin City, then onward to São Tomé’s 

cocoa plantations. Archival customs ledgers catalogued 

dozens of canoe shipments each season each carrying up 

to 500�litres of oil and crates of garri laid out on woven 

mats. These goods underpinned Lagos’s entrepôt status: 

vessels from the Bight of Benin routinely paused at Ikate’s 

jetties to replenish foodstuffs before rounding the coast 

to return European textiles and rum.



structure as part of the indirect rule system. The Elegushi family, while no longer 

paying dues to Benin, remained cultural heirs to both Awori and Benin legacies 

– a Yoruba kingship with deep local roots but historical links to an earlier 

empire.

Centuries of trade and migration transformed Ikate as well. In the 17th and 18th 

centuries, Ikate’s coastal position brought shermen and farmers and 

occasionally slavers through its lagoons. The Kingdom sat quietly while broader 

Lagos City grew around it: ships in the 17th century, palm oil and rubber traders 

later, and by the 1800s missionaries and British administrators mapping Lagos 

for annexation. Colonialism arrived with new roads and institutions in 20th-

century Lagos State, but the Elegushi kings continued to quietly hold court in 

Ikate as “paramount rulers” of the Lekki territories of Eti-Osa. They oversaw 

justice, land sales, traditional rites and the elaborate funeral regimens that mark 

Yoruba chieftaincy. Under Nigeria’s independence, Lagos State’s creation in 

1967 folded Ikate into the modern political structure, while leaving customary 

rule intact.

It was a precarious peace. The railway that sliced through Iddo in 1896 

unearthed sacred shrines of Olon, prompting Elegushi Bamgbala and two 

other white cap chiefs to petition the colonial governor for their 

preservation, a reminder that these were not mere gureheads but 

claimants to centuries old sites of power. Decades later, in 1942, Chief 

Momodu Sanni Elegushi brought a now famous petition against Chief 

Oniru, reasserting his genealogy back to Kusenla and recounting the 

reigns of sixteen Elegushi predecessors. In painstaking detail, he 

recorded how Abiona (1642–1669) fended off Dahomey slavers, or how 

Odiyan (1690–1704), born of a Benin mother, strengthened ties across 

the lagoon. These petitions, more than administrative pleas, were 

political manifestos, sunlit windows into a dynasty that refused to fade.

In 1945, Dauda Fasanya Elegushi ascended as the 19th chieftain, his reign 

marking the rst decisive push to transform that suzerainty into an 

Obaship. He modernized palace protocols, engaged colonial and 

regional councils, and trafcked in the language of development 

including roads, schools, and electrication, 

while never abandoning the colour 

and ceremony of Yoruba kingship. 

When he died in 1991, his 

protégé and son in law Yekini 

Adeniyi Elegushi inherited 

more  than  a  s too l ;  he 

inherited a mandate.

Oba Yekini Adeniyi made 

history in 1993 when Lagos 

State Governor Michael 

Otedola presented him 

with a staff of ofce betting a monarch, 

The Elegushi family, while 

no longer paying dues to 

Benin, remained cultural 

heirs to both Awori and 

Benin legacies – a Yoruba 

kingship with deep local 

roots but historical links to 

an earlier empire.
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not merely a “chief.” For the rst time, Ikate Elegushi was 

ofcially recognized as a kingdom. Stories from his reign 

speak of private power generators lighting the kingdom 

when the grid failed, of palace led drives for literacy and 

healthcare, and of negotiations with Lagos’s burgeoning 

real estate developers that invited controlled growth 

rather than wholesale sprawl. His crowning achievement 

was the elevation of Ikate Beach from a local haunt to a 

regional attraction, an Atlantic facing enclave that bore 

the royal name and invited Lagos’s cosmopolitan crowds 

to swim under the Elegushi crest.

     In late 2009, following the passing of 

Oba Yekini Elegushi, Prince Saheed 

Ademola Elegushi was approached by 

two of his long time mentors, Asiwaju 

Bola Tinubu and Governor Babatunde 

Fashola, with encouragement to accept 

nomination for the throne. 

Having spent his twenties working in Tinubu’s 

government house and later as Special Assistant under 

Fashola, Prince Saheed initially hesitated. Public records 

and contemporaneous interviews conrm that he sought 

counsel from palace chiefs, who presented the three 

eligible names to the Ifá priest. Only after the oracle 

conrmed his suitabi l i ty,  and af ter extended 

consultations with family and community stakeholders, 

did he consent.

In April 2010, at age thirty four, Saheed Ademola Elegushi 

became the 21st Elegushi, and the third to wear Oba’s 

ivory beaded crown. He arrived in a Lagos transformed: 

gated estates of Victoria Island had given way to the steel 

and glass of Eko Atlantic; the old shing camps of Jakande 

had swelled into high rise neighbourhoods; the Lekki-Epe 

Expressway had turned wetlands into skyline. But Oba 

Saheed viewed these changes not as threats to his 

people’s heritage, but as canvases for renewal.

His early years on the throne were dened by two 

projects: personnel and place. He hired young Lagosians 

including engineers, planners, and legal experts, into the 

palace staff, forging a hybrid civil service that could 

navigate both customary norms and modern 

bureaucracy. He also commissioned a monumental lion 

sculpture from recycled auto parts, placing it at the 
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palace gates to symbolize Ikate’s strength, resilience, and 

sustainability. It was no mere mascot; it was a statement of 

intent: that tradition and innovation could coexist.

Ikate’s land, once worth barter goods, is now measured in 

square meters of price-per-square-meter. According to 

the Lagos State Real Estate Development Authority, 

between 2000 and 2020 property values along the 

Lekki-Epe corridor surged by nearly 800%—but those 

high-level gures only hint at the human stakes below.

In 2012, a 600-square-meter plot off the Epe Expressway 

could be purchased for roughly 2 million. By 2018, that 

same parcel commanded 18 million indicating a ninefold 

leap in just six years. At the 2017 palace gala, one of the 

region’s leading developers raised a ceremonial cheque 

of 10 million before the Oba and his council, earmarked 

explicitly to seed a youth entrepreneurship trust fund in 

Ologolo. That event crystallized how real-estate 

speculators and royal patronage now accelerate each 

other’s fortunes.

The palace’s economic arm has similarly brokered leases 

to an oil terminal north of Ogoyo, to a tech park in 

Alaguntan, and to private universities in Orile Ilasan. 

Meanwhile, Elegushi Beach’s gate fees and vendor 

licenses alone generate approximately �500� million 

annually, a gure that dwarfs the shing royalties of 

previous generations.

How did a traditional beach resort outshine the 

gargantuan container ports of Tin Can Island? Why has 

Elegushi Beach, a privately managed Atlantic frontage, 

become more emblematic of Lagos’s leisure economy 

than Apapa’s sprawling docks? The answer lies in 

monarchy as brand, where palace-led narratives trump 

corporate logistics. While port authorities negotiate 

tariffs and ship schedules, Ikate’s Oba packages an 

experience: sunrise drumming, curated vendors, security 

overseen by palace guards, and royalty on call. In this 

hybrid model, a centuries-old throne sits at the helm of a 

modern hospitality venture, an entrepreneurial twist no 

multinational shipping consortium could replicate.

Long before the rst cassava patch was turned and the 

rst palace throne raised, water dened Ikate-Elegushi’s 

fate. The Lagos Lagoon and its tributaries were the sinews 

of Awori settlement: highways for dugout canoes, 



boundaries between rival hamlets, and gardens for 

saltwater crops. Centuries later, when T. F. Baker’s colonial 

surveyors mapped Eti Osa’s footpaths in 1951, they still 

described paths “from the lagoon side to the sea coast,” 

noting how villagers ferried across swamps by canoe 

during the rains. This ever present waterway became the 

kingdom’s “white thread,” binding together disparate 

epochs of Ikate’s story even as it divided land from water, 

tradition from modernity.

In 1606, Kusenla chose his seat at Ikate precisely because 

the lagoon sheltered his shing canoes and the Atlantic 

winds tempered tropical heat. The rst Elegushi’s court 

consisted of reed thatched huts overlooking water so 

shallow a child could wade from one bank to the other at 

low tide. That watery frontier was as much a moat as it 

was a marketplace: traders from Lagos Island paddled 

sledges of tobacco and gin, while local shers bartered 

saltwater prawns for palm kernel oil.

Fast forward to the railway surveys of 1896, and the same 

waterways again dictated political drama. When 

surveyors for the Lagos Government Railway 

pushed i ron s takes  toward Iddo ,  they 

encountered the Akoko Creek mouth and the 

Olon shrine, sites grid locked between 

waterlogged ground and ancestral claims. 

Elegushi Bamgbala and fellow white cap 

c h i e f s  p e t i t i o n e d  G o v e r n o r 

Hetherseth not merely out of piety 

but to preserve the very node 

w he re  r i ve r,  s h r i ne ,  and 

ancestral court converged. 

The colonial dispatches read 

less like technical logs and 

m o r e  l i k e  w a t e r  w a y 

manifestos: this river divides, 

but it also binds memory to 

geography.

In the post cession era, bridges 

supplanted canoes as markers of 

progress and contention. The early 

20th century footbridges linking 

Badore to Ajah became lifelines 

for traders; by the 1970s, the 

Third Mainland Bridge carried 

cars and commerce over the 

lagoon, shrinking distances 
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between Ikate and the heart of Lagos Mainland.

Today the Lekki Epe Expressway’s causeway looms as the 

kingdom’s spine, a 49 kilometer artery linking Ikate’s 

shing hamlets to Eko Atlantic’s skyline. Commuters 

speed over reclaimed mangroves at fty kilometres per 

hour, past estates named after the Elegushi, past 

billboards emphasizing Elegushi as the zone where 

tradition meets tomorrow.

Every foundational moment, from Kusenla’s 

rst settlement to the opening of Elegushi 

Beach, and from colonial petitions to 

modern development schemes, has been 

shaped by water’s paradox: it isolates, yet it 

connects. Understanding Ikate means tracing that river’s 

course through time, reading currents as political 

currents, and recognizing that the kingdom’s identity has 

always owed along two banks, one foot rooted in 

ancestral soil, the other standing in the spray of the 

Atlantic.

     Throughout this transformation, the 

Elegushi monarchy has cast itself 

as guardian of tradition. The 

palace still performs the solemn 

rites of Yoruba kingship: annual 

festivals, Egungun 

masquerades to honour 

ancestors, and banquets 

for visiting chiefs.

Under Oba Saheed’s guidance, 

Ikate’s traditional festivals such as 

Elegbara, Obatala, and Ogun, 

have only grown in scale. The 

p a l a c e  c o u r t y a r d  n o w 

reverberates with Egungun 

masquerades whose masked 

dancers dance into the dawn, their 

rattles echoing the old oral chants of 

Olon’s children forging new lakeside 

towns. The Eyo masqueraders of Lagos 

Island attend in white robes, signifying 

that Ikate remains an integral thread in the 

larger tapestry of Lagos’s cultural life.
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But those ceremonies are mirrored by boardroom meetings. Within 

the kingdom’s zoning ofces, the palace has vetted and approved 

master plans for residential estates in Gbara and Alaguntan, set aside 

land for private universities, and brokered agreements with oil and 

gas terminals north of the lagoon. Tourists now arrive not only for 

the beach but for palace tours that blend guided history with 

encounters with the Oba’s own collection of 19th century petitions, 

ivory stools, and colonial dispatches, each artifact a testament that 

power survives, but only if you assert it.

Oba Saheed has also made philanthropy a royal duty. In 2017 he 

inaugurated a vocational center for underprivileged youth; in 2021 

he funded a school for the blind; in 2024 he personally endowed a 

Centre for Lagos Studies at Lagos State University to promote 

scholarship on the city’s precolonial past. His message: a king’s 

legitimacy is measured not by ceremonies alone, but by tangible 

improvements in lives.

Yet Ikate’s renaissance has not been without tension. Land values 

have soared, pricing many shermen and farmers out of their 

ancestral holdings. Protests have erupted over zoning changes that 

favour luxury condos. The palace has countered by creating lease 

purchase schemes and directing revenues into community 

trusts. These negotiations, whether behind closed palace 

doors or in televised town halls, are part of a broader 

experiment: can a traditional ruler mediate the 

collision of heritage and modern capitalism?

Ikate-Elegushi’s  odyssey from 

cassava elds to skyscraper 

spines poses a cr it ical 

quest ion not just  for 

Lagos, but for every city 

on Africa’s waterfronts: If a 

400-year-old dynasty can 

secure its “sacred groves” 

amid high-stakes real-estate 

bids, what hope remains for 

coastal livelihoods and 

heritage sites elsewhere? 

C o n s i d e r  t h e 

mangrove-lined edges of 

Mombasa or the tidal 

ats of Cotonou, where 

developers circle like 



vultures. In Lekki, the palace has set aside tracts of land-

marked “heritage reserve” explicitly to preserve shrines 

and shing creeks. Elsewhere, such spaces are paved over 

with little thought to ancestral claims.

Similarly, as Elegushi Beach morphs from a 

private resort into a high-end hospitality 

zone, another challenge emerges: Can Ikate’s 

model withstand the next wave of climate-driven 

migration? Lagos’s population is projected to swell past 

25�million by 2035, and low-lying communities already 

face recurrent ooding. The palace’s early investment in 

seawall advocacy and water-resilient zoning codes may 

stave off disaster here, but will neighbouring jurisdictions 

adopt similar measures, or will they watch as their own 

banks erode into the lagoon?

This kingdom’s example begs a broader 

reection: Can traditional monarchies reinvent 

themselves as engines of inclusive development without 

becoming mere brand ambassadors for speculative 

capital? Oba Saheed’s youth trust fund, his vocational 

schools, and his community trusts are prototypes, but 

scaling those to meet the demands of tens of thousands 

displaced by rising land prices will be a monumental test. 

If the palace fails, Ikate’s “white thread” of cohesion may 

fray. If it succeeds, it will have shown that heritage and 

progress need not be adversaries but co-architects of 

Africa’s urban futures.

So, we return to the lagoon’s edge, where Kusenla rst 

staked his claim under the gnarled roots of the ikate tree, 

where colonial surveyors once prayed for sanctuaries, 

and where bulldozers now etch boardwalks into the sand. 

If a kingdom born on mudats can navigate four 

centuries of empire, colonialism, and globalization, what 

blueprint does it offer to cities still searching for a path 

through their own tidal shifts? That is the question 

Ikate-Elegushi leaves us, one as urgent as tomorrow’s 

tide. 

Looking ahead, Ikate Elegushi stands at another 

inection point. Eko Atlantic’s rising seawall promises to 

protect the lagoon shores, but it also threatens to isolate 

older villages unless the palace secures equitable 

compensation and access. Lagos’s projected population 

of 25 million by 2035 will pressure every remaining green 
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avenue in Lekki; the Oba has vowed to set aside “sacred 

groves” in memory of Kusenla’s rst cassava elds, 

guarding them against real estate speculators. Plans are 

underway for a heritage trail linking ancient shrines, 

colonial railway sites, and modern landmarks like a living 

museum to educate both locals and tourists.

Above all, the Elegushi dynasty’s core lesson is that power 

endures through adaptation. Kusenla planted his tree in 

swamp; his descendants dug canals, fought invaders, 

negotiated with empires and empires of commerce; they 

authored petitions, donned crowns, and stood as 

intermediaries between Lagos’s grand ambitions and the 

grassroots that gave birth to that ambition. Their story is 

not one of static tradition, but of dynamic stewardship, of 

a kingdom that rose from bushland to beachfront, 

carrying with it the memory of an ocean migration and 

the promise of an African urban future.

In the nal analysis, Ikate Elegushi is a 

kingdom both ancient and urgent: its palace 

walls contain the whispers of Olon’s children, the echoes 

of colonial litigation, and the buzz of 21st century 

development deals. Its rulers have learned that to honour 

the past is not to conne it, but to give it shape in the 

present, through schools and sculptures, zoning laws and 

festivals, community trusts and covenant agreements.

And in the gure of Oba Saheed Ademola 

Elegushi, we glimpse a new archetype: the 

African traditional monarch as entrepreneur, urban 

planner, and cultural curator, guiding his people through 

the turbulent waters of history into a future of their own 

making.

     That is Ikate’s journey: from mangrove 

clearing to metropolitan marvel, from cassava 

plot to cognitive powerhouse. It is a story of 

roots and reinvention, of how a kingdom born 

on a slender isthmus became a beacon for 

Africa’s coastal cities, showing that even as waves 

erode old boundaries, a condent people can 

rebuild from the mud, planting new traditions in 

fresh soil. And in that rebirth lies the enduring 

magic of Ikate Elegushi: a testament that 

heritage is not an anchor but a sail, carrying us 

forward.
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