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At the center of Delesolu Compound in Oje (Ibadan) is an enclosure housing a crocodile 
who is at least eighty years old (see photo below). We know this crocodile is over eighty 
years of age because he was brought to the compound before my father (Baba onipako) 
was born. We know Baba onipako was born in 1939 because “Ogun Yitila” (Hitler’s war) 
broke out that year. The shock of the Second World War reverberated across the world, 
shaping how individuals and groups remember and tell their own stories.  
 
Wildlife domestication is an integral component of humans’ dominance over nature. Before 
modern zoo came into existence in Nigeria, wild animal domestication found expression in 
religious and spiritual life of communities that saw nonhuman creatures as part of 
cosmology. Animals helped humans to unlock the mystery of life or gain access to 
narratives and ideas beyond the reach of the “ordinary” eyes. Precolonial culture of wildlife 
domestication fitted into indigenous conception of nature conservation and of family, 
community, and lineage histories. To understand animal behavior (ethology) is to unmask 
why humans act in certain ways. 
 
The secularization of wildlife domestication started with the consolidation of Islam and 
Christianity. It also found expression in the obsession of some Europeans who kept wild 
animals, such as leopard, as pet. From the 1910s, Lagos newspapers carried stories on how 
pet leopards of Europeans escaped from their captivity to maul “law-abiding” people. But 
the credit for Nigeria’s first zoo goes to W.H. Biney, a Black businessman and boxing 
promoter from the Gold Coast (Ghana), who made Nigeria his home. Founded around the 
mid-1930s, Biney zoo, like its counterparts across the world, provided humans with a 
leisurely access to nature. Biney’s animals became “modern” colonial subjects as well as 
performers and legitimizers of modernity. 
 
Today, my family compound is popular in Ibadan, not because of its human inhabitants, but 
for its nonhuman creature—the crocodile. Anyone familiar with the politics of Yoruba 
Islam would understand the consistent attempt by the leadership of the compound to 
secularize the crocodile. Yet, few people would agree that the crocodile does not have 
power to shape human spiritual life. Every day, she receives gift of live chicken from people 
who are convinced that their wishes for success in private life and business can materialize 
by feeding the nonhuman creature. 
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