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ABSTRACT: This study examines the establishment and expansion of Christian missions in Umuahia, Nigeria, between 
1900 and 1960, a period marked by significant socio-political transformation under British colonial rule. It investigates the 
activities of various missionary groups, including the Church Missionary Society (CMS), the Methodist Mission and the 
Catholic Church, analysing their strategies for evangelization, education, and healthcare. The research explores the 
complex interactions between missionaries, local communities, and traditional religious practices, highlighting both the 
acceptance and resistance encountered by the Christian faith. By drawing on archival sources, oral histories, and 
ethnographic data, this paper provides insights into the cultural, economic, and religious impact of Christian missions on 
Umuahia society and contributes to a broader understanding of the dynamics of colonialism and religious change in Africa. 
The study also addresses the legacy of these early missions and their continuing influence on contemporary Umuahia. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This paper examines the history of early Christian 
missions in Umuahia, Nigeria, between 1900 and 1960. 
This period witnessed a significant expansion of Christian 
influence in the region, impacting social, political, and 
economic structures. While existing scholarship has 
touched upon aspects of Christianization in southeastern 
Nigeria, a focused study on Umuahia's unique experience 
remains largely unexplored. This gap in the historical 
record necessitates a detailed investigation into the 
specific strategies employed by missionaries, the respon-
ses of the local population, and the subsequent transfor-
mations within Umuahia's society (Okwu, 1987, p.28).  

The study will analyse the interplay between various 
missionary denominations, highlighting their distinct 
approaches to evangelism and community development. It 
will explore the establishment of mission schools, 
hospitals, and other social institutions, assessing their 
contribution to the modernisation of Umuahia. 
Furthermore, the research will delve into the indigenous 
responses to Christian teachings, examining the ways in 
which traditional beliefs and practices were negotiated and 
adapted in the face of a new religious system. This 
includes exploring the emergence of indigenous Christian 
leadership and the development of independent churches 
(Tasie, 1978, p.112).  

The paper will utilize a multi-faceted approach, drawing 
upon primary sources such as missionary archives, church 
records, oral histories, and colonial government 
documents. Secondary sources, including existing 
historical literature on Nigerian Christianity and colonial 
history, will provide crucial contextual information. By 
examining these diverse sources, the study aims to 
provide a nuanced understanding of the complex 
dynamics that shaped the Christianization of Umuahia 
during this transformative period (Ayandele, 1966, p.31). 
The analysis will move beyond a simple narrative of 
conversion and instead explore the power dynamics, 
cultural exchanges, and social changes that characterized 
the interaction between missionaries and the Umuahia 
community. Ultimately, this research contributes to a 
broader understanding of the history of Christianity in 
Africa, offering a case study of the profound and 
multifaceted impact of Christian missions in a specific 
Nigerian context. 
 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
This study utilises a multi-faceted theoretical framework to 
analyze   the   expansion   and   impact   of   early   Christian  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


176       Integ. J. Arts and Human. 
 
 
 
missions in Umuahia between 1900 and 1960. The 
framework draws upon several key theoretical lenses to 
understand the complex interplay of religious, cultural, 
political, and economic factors shaping this historical 
period (Ogbu, 1980, p.28). 
 
World-systems theory: This theory provides a macro-
level perspective, examining the global context of 
colonialism and its influence on the introduction of 
Christianity to Umuahia. The study will analyze how 
Umuahia's integration into the global capitalist system, 
facilitated by colonial rule, influenced the missionaries' 
strategies and the local population's response to 
Christianization. This includes examining the economic 
dimensions of missionary work, such as the establishment 
of mission-run businesses and the introduction of cash 
crops (Karl, 1982, p.44)  
 
Postcolonial theory: This perspective helps analyze the 
power dynamics inherent in the missionary enterprise. The 
study will explore how missionary activities were 
intertwined with colonial power structures, examining the 
ways in which Christianity served as a tool for cultural 
domination and the imposition of Western values. It will 
also investigate the forms of resistance and agency 
employed by the local population in response to this 
imposition. The focus will be on how the colonial context 
shaped the interactions between missionaries and local 
leaders, as well as the adaptation and negotiation of 
religious and cultural practices (Huntington, 1978, p.212)  
  
Religious conversion theory: This framework allows for 
an examination of the processes of religious conversion 
and the factors that influenced the acceptance or rejection 
of Christianity in Umuahia. The study will analyse the role 
of individual agency, social networks, and the appeal of 
Christian teachings in the context of existing religious 
beliefs and practices. It will also explore the syncretic 
nature of religious change, considering how traditional 
beliefs and practices were incorporated into the newly 
adopted Christian faith (Ogbu, 1980, 65). 
 
Social change theory: This theoretical lens provides a 
framework for understanding the broader social 
transformations that occurred in Umuahia as a result of 
Christian missionary activities. The study will analyze the 
impact of mission schools, hospitals, and other social 
institutions on education, healthcare, and social structures. 
It will also examine the ways in which Christian values and 
beliefs influenced social norms, family structures, and 
gender roles (Bosch, 1978, p.14). 
 
Anthropology of religion: This perspective will inform the 
analysis of the cultural interactions between missionaries 
and the local Igbo population. The study will focus on 
understanding the symbolic meanings and cultural 
practices associated with  both  Christianity  and  traditional  

 
 
 
 
Igbo religions, exploring how these interact and evolve 
over time. The emphasis will be on the negotiation and 
adaptation of religious and cultural practices in the context 
of missionary activities (Ogbu,1980, p.28).  
 
By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this study 
will provide a comprehensive and nuanced understanding 
of the complex historical processes that shaped the 
Christianization of Umuahia during the period of 1900-
1960. 
 
 
MAIN CHRISTIAN ACTORS IN UMUAHIA BEFORE 
1960 
 
Before 1960, several missionary societies were active in 
Umuahia, Nigeria, playing significant roles in the spread of 
Christianity, education, and healthcare. These societies 
included the Church Missionary Society (CMS) and the 
Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society. Additionally, the 
Holy Ghost Fathers were very active in Igboland, which 
includes Umuahia, and the Society of African Missions 
also had a presence in Nigeria (Higgins, 2000, p.85). 
 
Church missionary society (CMS): The CMS was one of 
the earliest missionary societies to arrive in Nigeria, 
around 1841, and played a crucial role in establishing 
Christian communities and institutions in Umuahia and 
surrounding areas. The arrival of Bishop Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther, a prominent figure in Nigerian Christianity, was 
pivotal. Crowther, who was part of the Niger Expedition in 
1841, became the first African bishop of the Anglican 
Church and was instrumental in translating the Bible into 
local languages, which facilitated the spread of 
Christianity. Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the first African 
bishop of the Anglican Church, was a key figure in the 
CMS and contributed significantly to translating the Bible 
into Igbo, which helped the spread of Christianity 
(Achunike, 2017, p.101). 
  
Wesleyan methodist missionary society: This society 
also contributed to the establishment of Christian missions 
in the region, working alongside the CMS to provide 
education and healthcare services. 
 
Holy ghost fathers: This Catholic missionary society 
maintained a strong presence in Igboland, focusing on 
evangelization and establishing local churches and 
schools. They were instrumental in the growth of the 
Catholic Church in the southeastern part of Nigeria, where 
Umuahia is located. Rev. Fr. Herbert Whytte of the Holy 
Ghost Fathers was the first missionary at St. Theresa's 
Catholic Parish, Umuahia (Isichei, 1976, p.24).  
 
Society of African missions: This society also operated 
in Nigeria, with activities centred in Lagos and other parts 
of the  country  (Tasie, 1978, p.121). While  their  presence  



 
 
 
 
was more pronounced in western and northern Nigeria, 
their influence extended to other regions as well. These 
missionary societies not only spread Christianity but also 
significantly influenced the socio-economic landscape of 
Umuahia through the introduction of Western education, 
healthcare improvements, and new agricultural practices 
(Walls, 2005, p.105). 
 
 
STRATEGIES OF MISSIONARY INCURSION INTO 
UMUAHIA 
 
It is important to note that precise details on the specific 
incursion strategies of various Christian missions into 
Umuahia before 1900 are scarce in readily available 
historical records. However, we can reconstruct a general 
picture based on the broader missionary approaches in 
southeastern Nigeria during that period (Uka, 1991, p.89). 
The strategies varied depending on the denomination, 
available resources, and the local political and social 
context. 
 
Anglican mission strategies: The Anglican Church 
Missionary Society (CMS) typically established a presence 
through a phased approach. They initially focused on 
establishing major mission stations in key locations with 
existing infrastructure and trade routes, such as Onitsha 
and Owerri. These served as bases for further expansion 
into surrounding areas, including Umuahia (Achebe, 2015, 
p.62). The CMS often sought alliances with local chiefs 
and rulers, leveraging their influence to gain access to 
communities and facilitate conversion. Alongside 
evangelism, the CMS often established schools and 
healthcare facilities to attract local populations and 
demonstrate the benefits of Christianity. This approach 
aimed to build trust and foster long-term engagement 
(Ogbu, 1980, p.51). 
 
Catholic mission strategies: Catholic missions, often 
spearheaded by orders like the Society of African Missions 
(SMA), employed slightly different strategies: Catholic 
missions often prioritized establishing a strong hierarchical 
structure, starting with a central mission and then 
expanding outwards to establish smaller outstations. Like 
the Anglicans, Catholic missions also utilized education 
and healthcare as tools for attracting and engaging local 
populations. The Catholic Church frequently focused on 
building relationships with influential local leaders, 
securing their support and cooperation to facilitate 
missionary activities (Emeaba, 2014, p.17). 
 
Protestant mission strategies: Protestant missions 
(Methodist, Seventh-day Adventist, Jehovah's Witnesses) 
generally arrived later than the Anglicans and Catholics. 
Their strategies were often more diverse and less 
centralised. Protestant denominations frequently establi-
shed   smaller,   localized   missions,   focusing   on  specific  
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communities or regions. Many Protestant groups prioritized 
direct evangelism, often employing itinerant preachers 
who travelled to different villages and towns to spread their 
message. Different Protestant groups employed diverse 
strategies, ranging from establishing schools and clinics to 
focusing on community development projects. Some 
emphasized individual conversion, while others focused 
on community transformation (Ikime, 1983, p.350).  
 
The arrival of Christian missions in Umuahia before 1900 
was not a singular event but a gradual process influenced 
by various factors, including pre-existing trade routes, 
colonial expansion, and the agency of both missionaries 
and local populations. While pinpointing exact dates for 
each denomination's entry is difficult due to limited 
historical records, a nuanced understanding emerges from 
examining the broader context of missionary activity in 
southeastern Nigeria. 

The initial penetration of Christianity into the area wasn't 
directly into Umuahia itself, but rather into neighbouring 
regions (Ajayi, 1965, p.115). Missionary efforts in the late 
19th century focused on establishing strategic bases along 
established trade routes and waterways, often leveraging 
existing political structures. The Church Missionary 
Society (CMS), associated with the Anglican Communion, 
played a significant role in this initial phase, establishing 
missions in areas like Onitsha and Owerri. These locations 
served as springboards for further expansion (Phelps, 
2001, p.102). The Roman Catholic Church, through 
organizations like the Society of African Missions (SMA), 
also established a presence in southeastern Nigeria during 
this period. Their approach often involved a different 
strategy, sometimes focusing on establishing relationships 
with local chiefs and rulers to gain access and acceptance. 
The competition, and sometimes cooperation, between 
these two major Christian denominations shaped the pace 
and direction of missionary expansion. 

The arrival of Protestant missions, representing various 
denominations, followed a more fragmented pattern. Many 
of these groups arrived later than the Anglicans and 
Catholics, often establishing smaller, localised missions 
(Basden, 1983, p.77). Their strategies varied, with some 
focusing on education and healthcare, while others 
prioritized evangelism. The specific entry of missions into 
Umuahia itself was likely influenced by several factors: 

Umuahia's location relative to existing missions in 
surrounding areas made it a natural target for expansion. 
The evolving political landscape, shaped by British colonial 
expansion, created opportunities and challenges for 
missionaries. The establishment of colonial administrative 
centres often coincided with missionary expansion. The 
willingness of local communities to accept or resist 
missionary activity played a crucial role (Uka, 1991, p.67). 
Factors such as existing religious beliefs, social structures, 
and inter-community relations influenced the success of 
missionary efforts.  

It  is  important  to  note  that  the  narrative  of missionary  
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arrival is not a simple story of passive acceptance. Local 
communities actively engaged with, negotiated, and 
sometimes resisted missionary influence (Ekechi, 1972, 
p.103). The process was dynamic and involved complex 
interactions between missionaries and local populations, 
shaping the religious landscape of Umuahia in ways that 
continue to resonate today. Further research, particularly 
into local oral histories and archival materials, is crucial to 
fully understanding this complex process (Ayandele, 1966, 
p.41).  

The introduction of Christianity significantly altered 
Umuahia's religious landscape, although the precise 
details require further localised historical research. Prior to 
the arrival of Christian missionaries, Umuahia, like much 
of southeastern Nigeria, practised indigenous religions 
characterized by a belief system centred around ancestral 
spirits, nature worship, and various deities (Basden, 1983, 
p.112). These beliefs were deeply interwoven with the 
social fabric, influencing daily life, governance, and conflict 
resolution.  

The arrival of Christian missionaries, primarily Anglican 
and Catholic, introduced a new religious paradigm. 
Missionary activities often involved establishing churches, 
schools, and healthcare facilities. These institutions not 
only provided services but also served as centres for 
spreading Christian teachings and converting local 
populations. The success of conversion varied across 
different communities and depended on factors like 
existing power structures, missionary strategies, and the 
receptivity of local people (Iwe, 1985, p.102). 
 
 
THE IMPACT OF EARLY CHRISTIAN MISSIONS ON 
THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE OF UMUAHIA 
 
While some individuals fully embraced Christianity, others 
integrated aspects of their traditional beliefs with Christian 
practices, leading to syncretic forms of worship. This 
blending of religious systems often involved retaining 
certain traditional rituals or beliefs while adopting core 
Christian doctrines. Christianity did not completely 
displace indigenous religions. Instead, a form of religious 
pluralism emerged, with both Christian and traditional 
religious practices coexisting, sometimes in a state of 
tension, sometimes in relative harmony. The extent of this 
coexistence varied over time and across different social 
groups (Ozigbo, 1985a, p.88). 

The introduction of Christianity brought about significant 
social and political changes. Missionary schools 
introduced Western education, altering social structures 
and creating new opportunities for some members of 
society. Christian moral codes influenced social norms and 
family structures. The church sometimes played a 
mediating role in conflicts, offering an alternative to 
traditional methods of dispute resolution. The introduction 
of Christianity also impacted power dynamics (Ozigbo, 
1985b,  p.44).  Missionaries   often    worked    closely   with    

 
 
 
 
colonial authorities, which gave them a degree of influence 
over local governance. The church's role in education and 
healthcare also gave it considerable social standing. 
However, this influence was not always welcomed, and 
resistance to missionary efforts was not uncommon.  

The introduction of Christianity in Umuahia 
fundamentally reshaped its religious landscape, creating a 
complex interplay of traditional beliefs and Christian 
practices (Waddell, 1976, p.56). The resulting religious 
pluralism, along with the social and political 
transformations that accompanied the spread of 
Christianity, continues to define Umuahia's religious 
identity to this day. 
 
 
Expansion of missions in Umuahia 
 
The CMS and other missionary societies, such as the 
Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, played crucial 
roles in establishing Christian communities in Umuahia 
and surrounding areas (Ogbu, 1980, p.12).  By the late 
19th century, these missions had laid the groundwork for 
educational and health initiatives alongside their 
evangelistic efforts. Schools were established, which 
provided Western-style education, and medical missions 
were set up to address health issues prevalent in the 
region (Ajayi,1980, p.285). Missionaries in Umuahia, 
Nigeria, during the period of 1900-1960 faced a multitude 
of challenges, broadly categorized as cultural, logistical, 
and spiritual (Egwuonwu, 2001, p.56).  

Communicating effectively with the local Igbo population 
presented a significant hurdle. Learning the Igbo 
language, with its diverse dialects, was a time-consuming 
and often a frustrating process, hindering the effective 
dissemination of Christian teachings and the building of 
meaningful relationships (Douglas, 1978, p.105). 
Missionaries struggled to navigate the complexities of Igbo 
culture, including traditional beliefs, social structures, and 
customs. Misunderstandings and clashes of values were 
inevitable, potentially leading to resistance or rejection of 
the Christian message. Adapting to a vastly different 
lifestyle and social norms also caused significant stress 
(Egwuonwu and Alokwu, 2024, p.80). The Igbo people 
held strong traditional religious beliefs and practices. 
Converting them to Christianity required overcoming 
deeply ingrained cultural and spiritual attachments, often 
encountering resistance from community leaders and 
families. 

Umuahia's infrastructure during this period was 
underdeveloped. Missionaries faced difficulties in 
transportation, communication, and access to necessities 
like healthcare and reliable utilities. Securing adequate 
funding and resources for their work was a constant 
struggle (Walls, 1987, p.66). This included obtaining 
materials for building churches and schools, as well as 
supporting themselves and their families. Raising financial 
support often diverted time and  energy  from  their  primary   



 
 
 
 
mission. The colonial context introduced further comple-
xities. Navigating the political landscape, dealing with 
colonial authorities, and understanding the shifting social 
dynamics added another layer of challenge to their work. 

Missionaries believed they faced spiritual opposition to 
their work. This included resistance from traditional 
religious practitioners and the perceived influence of 
malevolent spirits (Barth, 1982, p.65). The slow pace of 
conversion, setbacks in their ministry, and the emotional 
toll of witnessing poverty and suffering could lead to 
discouragement and disillusionment. Being far from home, 
family, and familiar support networks contributed to 
feelings of isolation and loneliness, impacting their mental 
and spiritual well-being.  

These challenges were intertwined and mutually 
reinforced. Overcoming them required resilience, 
adaptability, cultural sensitivity, and unwavering faith 
(Diara and Nche, 2013, p. 42). Missionaries adapting to 
Umuahia during this early period involved multifaceted 
strategies encompassing language acquisition, cultural 
sensitivity, and pragmatic adjustments to their missionary 
work. Initially, the significant language barrier posed a 
considerable challenge. Missionaries actively learned 
Igbo, though mastering the nuances of various dialects 
proved a long-term endeavour.  

This learning process wasn't merely about vocabulary; it 
involved understanding the cultural context embedded 
within the language, its idioms, and its proverbs (Basden, 
1983, p.78). Effective communication became a corner-
stone of their success, requiring patience, immersion, and 
collaboration with local interpreters. They gradually 
incorporated Igbo language and cultural elements into 
their sermons and teaching materials to enhance 
understanding and relatability (Ajayi, 1965, p.330). 

Recognizing the importance of cultural sensitivity, 
missionaries attempted to understand and respect Igbo 
customs and traditions. This involved observing social 
structures, family dynamics, and religious practices. While 
aiming to convert individuals to Christianity, they often 
adapted their approach to avoid direct confrontation with 
deeply rooted beliefs (Ayandele, 1966, p. 56). Some 
missionaries even adopted aspects of Igbo culture in their 
daily lives, demonstrating respect and building trust within 
the community. This approach, however, was not 
universally adopted, and some missionaries maintained a 
stricter separation between their faith and local customs 
(Sandler, 1960b, p.234).  

Missionaries adapted their methods to the realities of 
Umuahia. They established mission schools and hospitals, 
addressing immediate needs and providing services 
valued by the community. This pragmatic approach helped 
foster goodwill and attract individuals who might otherwise 
have been resistant to the Christian message (Jordan, 
1949, p.90). The establishment of these institutions also 
served as effective tools for spreading Christian teachings 
and values. Furthermore, they adapted their evangelistic 
strategies, employing methods like storytelling, songs, and    
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community engagement to resonate with the local 
population. The emphasis shifted from solely preaching to 
actively participating in the daily lives of the people 
(Mgbemena, 2022, p.150).  

In all, the missionaries' adaptation to Umuahia was a 
dynamic process involving language learning, cultural 
sensitivity, and pragmatic adjustments in their approach to 
evangelism and community engagement. Their success 
depended on their ability to navigate the complexities of 
Igbo culture while effectively communicating the Christian 
message (Ogbu, 1980, p.67). 

Also, Missionary interactions with local leaders in 
Umuahia during the 1900-1960 periods were complex and 
varied, depending on the specific missionary, the local 
leader's position and worldview, and the broader political 
context of colonial rule. Early interactions often involved 
attempts to establish rapport and gain acceptance. 
Missionaries frequently sought audiences with village 
chiefs, elders, and other influential figures to explain their 
purpose and intentions (Ozigbo, 1985a, p.13). Strategies 
varied; some missionaries emphasized the benevolent 
aspects of their work, highlighting the provision of 
education, healthcare, and other social services. Others 
focused on the spiritual message of Christianity, 
attempting to demonstrate its compatibility with or 
superiority over existing belief systems. The success of 
these initial approaches depended heavily on the 
missionaries' ability to communicate effectively (often 
through interpreters) and demonstrate cultural sensitivity 
(Hastings, 1994, p.87). 

As missionary work progressed, interactions became 
more nuanced. Missionaries often had to negotiate with 
local leaders over land use, resource allocation, and 
community involvement in mission projects. Accommoda-
tion and compromise were often necessary, as 
missionaries adapted their approaches to align with local 
customs and power structures while still pursuing their 
evangelistic goals (Barret, 1968, p.77). This could involve 
incorporating elements of traditional Igbo beliefs and 
practices into Christian services or modifying educational 
curricula to include local knowledge. Not all interactions 
were harmonious. Resistance to missionary activity 
stemmed from various sources, including concerns about 
cultural disruption, economic exploitation, or the perceived 
threat to traditional authority. Conflicts could arise over 
land disputes, accusations of interference in local affairs, 
or clashes between Christian teachings and traditional 
beliefs (Clarke, 1986, p.88). Local leaders sometimes 
actively opposed missionary efforts, while others adopted 
a more ambivalent stance, seeking to leverage the 
benefits of mission activities while maintaining their 
traditional authority. 

Over time, some missionaries developed collaborative 
relationships with local leaders. This could involve joint 
projects in community development, education, or health-
care. Missionaries' influence on local leaders varied; some 
leaders   embraced   Christianity   and    actively   supported  
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missionary work, while others remained sceptical or 
resistant. However, the presence of mission schools and 
hospitals often created new avenues for interaction and 
influence, as local leaders sought access to these services 
for their communities (Stephen, 1965, p.88). 

The nature of missionary-leader interactions reflects the 
dynamic interplay between religious conversion, colonial 
power structures, and the resilience of local cultures. It was 
a process marked by cooperation and conflict, negotiation 
and resistance, ultimately shaping the religious and social 
landscape of Umuahia.  

Conflicts between missionaries and local leaders in 
Umuahia during the 1900-1960 period were common, 
though the specifics are not widely documented in easily 
accessible sources. These conflicts arose from a complex 
interplay of factors: Missionaries sought to convert the 
Igbo population to Christianity, often challenging deeply 
ingrained traditional beliefs and practices. This inevitably 
led to clashes, especially when missionaries attempted to 
suppress or eradicate traditional religious rituals, 
ceremonies, or social structures. Local leaders, often 
custodians of these traditions, naturally resisted such 
interference, viewing it as a threat to their authority and 
cultural identity (Ndiokwere, 1980, p.55). The 
establishment of missions often involved acquiring land, 
sometimes leading to disputes with local communities and 
their leaders.  

Disagreements over land ownership, resource use, and 
the allocation of mission-provided resources (such as 
healthcare or education) could escalate into significant 
conflicts. The colonial context further complicated these 
issues, as missionaries sometimes relied on colonial 
authorities to enforce their claims or suppress dissents 
(Aguwa, 2013, p.23).  

Missionaries, often acting as agents of colonial powers, 
sometimes exerted considerable influence in the region. 
This could create resentment among local leaders who 
perceived missionary activities as a form of political 
interference or a challenge to their traditional authority. 
Missionaries' advocacy for certain policies or their 
involvement in local governance could further exacerbate 
tensions (Sandler, 1960a, p.98). Accusations of economic 
exploitation by missionaries frequently fueled conflicts. 
Missionaries' activities sometimes disrupted existing 
economic systems or created imbalances in resource 
distribution, leading to resentment and resistance from 
local leaders concerned about the well-being of their 
communities.  

While specific documented instances of conflict may be 
limited, the inherent tensions between the introduction of a 
new religious system and the existing social and political 
structures in Umuahia make it highly probable that 
numerous conflicts occurred, both large and small, during 
this period (Asiegbu, 1980, p.25). Further research into 
local archives and oral histories would likely reveal more 
detailed accounts of these interactions. 
 

 
 
 
 
Conflicts between residents and Christian missionaries 
in Umuahia, 1900-1960 
 

Specific documented examples of conflicts between 
residents and Christian missionaries in Umuahia during 
1900-1960 are scarce. However, based on the general 
historical context of missionary work in similar regions and 
periods, several potential conflict scenarios can be inferred 
(Harmack, 1908, p.222):  

Missionaries actively sought to replace indigenous Igbo 
religious beliefs and practices with Christianity. This could 
have led to conflicts when missionaries attempted to 
suppress traditional festivals, rituals, or sacred sites 
considered vital to the community's identity and social 
cohesion. Resistance from local leaders and community 
members would have been expected (Njoku and Iwuagwu, 
2008). The introduction of a new religious hierarchy could 
have directly challenged the authority of traditional Igbo 
leaders, including chiefs and elders, who held significant 
spiritual and social influence. This power struggle may 
have manifested in open conflict or passive resistance. 

Missionaries often imposed Western moral codes that 
clashed with Igbo customs and traditions. This could have 
led to conflicts over issues such as polygamy, marriage 
practices, or social roles of men and women. Such clashes 
could have resulted in community resistance and 
accusations of cultural imperialism (Rodney, 2009, p.254).  

The establishment of missions often involved acquiring 
land, potentially leading to disputes with local 
communities. Disagreements over land ownership, 
boundaries, and compensation could have resulted in 
conflicts (Nwoko and Osiki, 2015, p.56). Missionary 
activities, such as the introduction of cash crops or new 
economic systems, could have disrupted traditional 
economic structures, leading to conflicts with local leaders 
and residents who felt their livelihoods were threatened. 

Missionaries often collaborated with colonial authorities, 
which could have made them targets of resentment from 
residents who opposed colonial rule. This collaboration 
could have been perceived as a betrayal of local interests 
and fueled conflicts (Achebe, 1968, p.14). 

Missionaries sometimes intervened in local governance, 
leading to conflicts with traditional leaders who viewed this 
as an encroachment on their authority.  

It is important to note that these are potential conflict 
scenarios. The precise nature and extent of conflicts in 
Umuahia would require further research into local 
archives, oral histories, and missionary records. The lack 
of readily available detailed accounts online does not 
negate the likelihood of such conflicts having occurred 
(Shanahan, 1975, p.35). 
 
 

GENERAL IMPACTS OF EARLY CHRISTIAN MISSIONS 
IN UMUAHIA 
 

Early  Christian  missions  in  Umuahia,  like  elsewhere  in  
 



 
 
 
 
colonial Nigeria, significantly impacted the introduction of 
Western education, healthcare, and social structures. 
While precise details specific to Umuahia may require 
further localized research, the general effects are well 
documented (Kalu, 2003, p.187). 

Missionaries established schools in Umuahia, providing 
education based on Western curricula. This contrasted 
sharply with existing indigenous education systems, often 
focused on oral traditions and practical skills. Mission 
schools taught reading, writing, arithmetic, and often 
included religious instruction (Okafor, 1999, p.307). These 
schools provided opportunities for social mobility, albeit 
often limited by colonial structures. The emphasis on 
literacy and Western knowledge laid the groundwork for 
future educational development in the region (Ikejiama, 
2016, p.65). 
 
 
Methodist college Uzuakoli 
 
This is a secondary school located in Uzuakoli near 
Umuahia, Nigeria. Founded in 1923 by missionaries of the 
Primitive Methodist Church of Great Britain, it has a rich 
history tied to the development of education in the Eastern 
region of Nigeria. Originally named Uzuakoli Institute (UI), 
the institution was established in 1923 by the Primitive 
Methodist Missionary Society. In 1931, it was renamed 
Methodist College. Rev. Herbert Lewis Octavia Williams 
led the group of missionaries and served as the first 
principal, and the administration was led by Missionaries 
(Cookey, 1974, p.71). From its inception until 1959, British 
missionaries managed the college. Key figures included 
Rev. Hardy, Rev. Carver, Rev. Aggrey, Rev. Woods, Rev. 
McGarr, Rev. William (Bill) H. Spray, and Rev. E. Bernard 
Hall. Rev. Hall was the last European missionary to serve 
as Principal, stepping down in 1963 to become deputy 
principal under Mr Kanu Achinivu, the first Nigerian-born 
Principal of the college (Afigbo, 1981, p.125). 

Methodist College is situated on approximately 93 acres 
of land in Umuachama Amamba village, Uzuakoli district, 
Abia State. The college also operated the Uzuakoli 
Leprosy Research Centre, overseen by some of the same 
missionaries. Rev. T. F. Davey from Great Britain led the 
foundation for the research centre. The school's motto is 
"You first, I second. By 1953, Methodist College had 
expanded into three academic centres: secondary, high 
school, and Teacher training. The teacher training arm 
was later relocated, and the high school program was 
terminated in 1973. The "Castle," a square-shaped block 
of living quarters, was constructed in 1930 to board 150 
students (Fox, 1964, p.45). 

Missionaries also played a crucial role in introducing 
Western healthcare to Umuahia. They established hospitals 

and clinics providing medical services previously unavai-
lable. This involved training local healthcare workers and 
introducing new medical practices and technologies. While 
often    intertwined    with    religious   proselytization,   these  
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healthcare initiatives improved access to treatment and 
contributed to public health improvements (Vaughan, 
2016, p.56). 
 
 
Methodist Hospital Amachara 
 
The Methodist Hospital Amachara, Umuahia, in Nigeria, 
has its roots dating back to the early 20th century. 
Although the exact establishment date is not specified, 
photographs and records suggest the hospital was 
operational as early as the 1920s (Kalu, 1990). The 
hospital was run by the Primitive Methodist Missionary 
Society, which later became known as the Methodist 
Missionary Society. The institution provided healthcare 
services to the local community, with records showing the 
hospital's dispensary and medical staff in operation during 
the 1920s and 1930s. Emily Godfrey served as the first 
Matron of the Methodist Hospital at Ama Achara from 1921 
to 1944. She was a European female missionary who 
played a significant role in the hospital's operations. Dr. 
Henshaw, a government Medical Doctor, worked with the 
hospital staff in 1933. His specific role or tenure as Medical 
Director is not clear, but he was involved with the hospital 
during the colonial era. 

The introduction of Western education and healthcare by 
Christian missions had profound effects on Umuahia's 
social structure. New social hierarchies emerged based on 
education and access to Western knowledge and 
resources. The spread of Christianity also challenged 
existing social norms and beliefs, leading to both 
adaptation and conflict (Ozigbo, 2005, p.90) Missionaries 
often sought to reshape family structures and social 
customs, sometimes clashing with traditional practices. 
The overall impact was a complex interplay of assimilation, 
resistance, and synthesis, resulting in a new social 
landscape shaped by both indigenous and Western 
influences (Okafor, 1980, 118). 
 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
The history of early Christian missions in Umuahia 
between 1900 and 1960 reveals a transformative era 
marked by religious, cultural, and socio-political shifts. 
Missionary efforts, spearheaded by both European 
denominations and indigenous agents, penetrated deeply 
into the fabric of Umuahia society, introducing western 
education, healthcare, and new ethical paradigms that 
redefine community life. The expansion of Christianity was 
neither linear nor uncontested; it involved negotiation, 
resistance, and adaptation within a complex colonial 
framework. 

While missionary activity facilitated socio-economic 
development, it also contributed to the gradual erosion of 
indigenous belief systems and cultural expressions. 
However, local agencies  played  a  crucial  role  in  shaping  
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the character of Christianity in Umuahia, leading to the 
emergence of hybrid forms of worship and African-led 
churches that asserted theological autonomy. By 1960, 
Christianity had become a dominant force, aligning with 
the broader narrative of Nigerian nationalism and post-
colonial identity formation. 

Ultimately, the Christian missions in Umuahia were more 
than instruments of evangelism; they were active 
participants in the historical processes that forged modern 
Igbo society. Their legacy continues to influence 
contemporary religious, educational, and cultural 
institutions, offering rich insights into the interplay between 
faith, power, and identity in colonial and post-colonial 
Africa. 
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