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This German map from the 1930 illustrates the strategic importance of Lagos by World War Two. The early nineteenth century witnessed the Brit-
ish colonial government reshaping the land on and around Lagos in order to create a deep water port connected to the resources of the interior. 
This included reclamation of the swampy island, the construction of retaining walls to deepen the entrance channel to the lagoon, a railroad 
connected to Lagos Island via Carter Bridge, and a steam tramway to facilitate transportation on the island. During the 1920s, Governor Clif-
ford implemented a plan of strict racial segregation based on “sanitary” concerns, building a British settlement across MacGregor Canal in Ikoyi. 

In the lead up to independence in 1960, and in the decade following, Lagos experienced a tremendous buildup of both private and government build-
ings as Nigeria transformed from a British colony into Africa’s most populated nation, and as demand ballooned for numerous national administrative 
buildings, foreign embassies, retail shops, and offices in the bustling capital of one million people. The new elites of Lagos constructed many of these 
buildings in the business district around the marina in a tropical modernist style, transforming Lagos in a manner meant to inspire pride in Nigerian 
nationalism. Part of these construction projects included bulldozing what were deemed slums on the Island the displacement of those residents. 

The 1970s were boom years for Lagos as oil prices skyrocketed (Shell produced the map below) and money poured into the city providing a sixty-fold 
increase in funds for the military government some of which it invested in massive public works projects such as modern highways and bridges to 
improve the city’s infrastructure, yet often demolishing old working-class neighborhoods to make room for them. However it was during this era of 
extravagance that the military oligarchs from northern Nigeria laid out plans to construct a new, central capital in Abuja. Nigeria fell into debt and re-
cession in the 1980s, halting investment in infrastructure, while the city’s population simultaneously boomed from two million to over eight million. 

Recently Lagos’s reputation has undergone the beginnings of a transformation as two governors, Bola Tinubu (1999-2007) and Babtunde Fashola 
(2007-present), have worked to reclaim the city from deterioration and insecurity. Under Tinubu this involved construction of housing for the city’s 
poor, and investment in education and roads. Fashola has designated specified bus lanes, reducing congestion in the city, and has emphasized tax 
collection, increasing tax revenue drastically, allowing for an increase in investment in infrastructure, policing, and low-income housing.  Additionally, 
Fashola has invested in a GIS mapping project of Lagos that is available publicly online, providing a useful tool for planning and demystifying the city.

By the time of this British survey in 1887 (overlain over the current shape of the island) – the first of Lagos – the town had come to promi-
nence first as a Benin war camp and trading post due to its central position along the inland lagoon network, then as a Portuguese slave 
port, and finally as a British harbor for exporting palm oil and rubber beginning in 1851. Once the survey was completed, the map provided 
the British with a powerful tool in the struggle with the local Yoruba oba (king) over land rights on the small island. At this point the town 
included the original Yoruba settlement, and European, Brazilian/Portuguese, and Sarosian (immigrants from Sierra Leone) quarters.
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