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PREFACE 

 

Using extant literature, archives, oral interviews, and new tools of historical analysis such as 

songs, poems, and photographs, this study describes the experience of railway development 

in the rural communities between Kano and Zaria, from 1908 to the 1970s. Also subsumed in 

this study is a history of these communities seen through the lens of the railway. Built with 

the imperialist motive to transport cotton for the metropolitan industries, the railway had 

enormous effects on the social and cultural landscape of the local communities. The effects 

not only differed among the communities; some of the outcomes also differed from what the 

British had anticipated. 

The railway was the single most important innovation for change and gave rise to 

initial encounters marked by mixed reactions of fear and awe, owing to lack of familiarity; 

but as familiarity increased and people came to understand its benefits, they quickly 

appropriated the railway in distinctive ways. It transformed the experience of travel and trade 

in the communities and gave them direct access to markets and the sea, connecting them 

more closely to the world economy than was previously possible. 

Not only did the line affect mobility, it also activated production in traditional 

agricultural products that previously would not have entered the world market. As the study 

shows, the anticipation that people would grow cotton did not materialize, as the local 

producers appropriated the railway to grow other export crops not contemplated during the 

planning process. Export trade started at the initiative of local merchants who had been 

contacted by commercial firms. The activities of these firms also had enormous effects on the 

local economy; but the effects differed among the communities, as the firms concentrated at 

the main centres, contributing to these centres’ expansion and popularity. The railway also 

had limitations: it stimulated production in distant areas but could not intensively exploit it. 

This limitation was circumvented by professional donkey transporters, who exploited the new 

production to their own advantage. The export trade benefited producers, though not 

everyone prospered. 

The railway also influenced the emergence of new settlements and the intermingling 

of Nigerian cultures along the rail line. These settlements were established by the colonial 

authority to house migrants attracted by the opportunities presented by the railway and the 



 

 xv 

export trade. As the study shows, the migrants concentrated at the main centres with high 

economic opportunities, thereby contributing to those centres’ expansion. Despite attempts by 

the colonial authority to isolate the migrants into rigid compartments, social relations brought 

them into direct contact with locals, a development which not only eroded official barriers 

but also led to integration of some of them into the communities. As the study shows, the 

migrants were agents of change in the localities. 

The railway is something of a paradox. It opened new frontiers of opportunities to the 

locals and at the same time indirectly endangered many, most especially those engaged in the 

indigenous crafts. It forced some operators into criminality, such as stealing of iron from the 

rail lines and train robbery. As the study also shows, this criminality was a reaction to the 

poverty and unemployment engendered by the advent of British colonialism and their 

transport innovation. 

Though there have been many works on the railway, there is no critical and 

comprehensive work on its social and cultural effects. Despite their importance in 

highlighting the effects of the railway and the economic history of Kano and Zaria, previous 

works have totally overlooked most of the studied communities. This study is an attempt to 

fill in the gap and to indicate the communities’ importance. 

 

 

 

 


