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Were the Dahomey Amazons powerful? 
Students will analyze primary and secondary sources to more deeply understand the Dahomey Amazons.  
 
Background: Dahomey Amazons or Mino Women 

The Dahomey Amazons… were a Fon [one of the largest West African ethnic groups] all-
female military regiment of the Kingdom of Dahomey. Western observers and historians named 
them due to their similarity to the mythical Amazons of ancient Anatolia... European merchants 
recorded their presence… The group referenced as Mino, meaning "Our Mothers," came from the 
male army of Dahomey… 

Dahomey became increasingly warmongering. [The King] recruited both men and 
women soldiers, from foreign captives, though women soldiers were also recruited from free 
Dahomean women, some enrolled as young as eight years old. Some women in Fon society 
became soldiers voluntarily, while others were involuntarily enrolled if their husbands or fathers 
complained to the king about their behavior. Membership among the Mino was supposed to 
hone any aggressive character traits for war. During their membership, they were not allowed to 
have children or be part of married life (though they were legally married to the king). Many of 
them were virgins. 

The regiment had a semi-sacred status, intertwined with the Fon belief in Vodun. The 
Mino trained with intense physical exercise. They learned survival skills and indifference to pain 
and death… The Mino were also wealthy and held high status. The Mino took a prominent role 
in the Grand Council, debating the kingdom's policy… 

[T]he Annual Customs of Dahomey included a parade and review of the troops, and the 
troops swore an oath to the king. The celebrations on the 27th day of the Annual Customs 
consisted of a mock battle in which the Amazons attacked a "fort" and "captured" the slaves 
within, a custom recorded by the priest Francesco Borghero in his diaries. The women soldiers 
were rigorously trained and given uniforms… These documented reports also indicated that the 
women soldiers suffered several defeats. The women soldiers were said to be structured in 
parallel with the army, with a center wing (the king's bodyguards) flanked on both sides, each 
under separate commanders. Some accounts note that each male soldier had a female warrior 
counterpart… 

The women's army consisted of many regiments: huntresses, riflewomen, reapers, 
archers, and gunners… [T]he Dahomean female warriors were armed with Winchester rifles, 
clubs, and knives. Units were under female command. The Dahomey Kingdom was often at war 
with its neighbors, and captives were needed for the Middle Passage [the slave trade]. The 
Dahomey women soldiers fought in slave raids… European intrusion into West Africa gained 
pace during the latter half of the 19th century with the 1884 Berlin Conference… 
 
African American Registry Editors. “The Dahomey Amazon Women, a story.” African American 

Registry. n.d. https://aaregistry.org/story/the-dahomey-amazons-a-brief-story/. 
 
Hypothesis 1: Were the Dahomey Amazons powerful? 
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Document A: Victorious Mino Warrior in Battle 
In the 1700s, King Agaja commissioned the decorating of palace walls with murals and bas-reliefs. They 
are some of the most beautiful pieces of surviving art in West Africa. The king honored the Dahomean 
army in high esteem and honored them with several depictions on the palace walls. Here an Amazon 
carries off a captive from battle.  
 

 
Bas-relief at temple near Abomey. Photograph by Leslie Railler, 1996. Retrieved from 

https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/pdf_publications/pdf/palace3.pdf.  
 
Guiding Questions: 

1. How would you describe the Mino, or Amazon, warrior woman depicted here? 
 
 
 

2. How does she compare to the conquered victim? 
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Document B: Dahomey Mino Warrior Using Torture 
In another bas-relief, an Amazon is depicted torturing a conquered Ketou warrior. The victim's stomach is 
being split open and filled with earth.  
 

 
Bas-relief at temple near Abomey. Photograph by Leslie Railler, 1996. Retrieved from 
https://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/pdf_publications/pdf/palace3.pdf.  

 
Guiding Questions: 

3. How would you describe the Mino, or Amazon, warrior woman depicted here? 
 
 
 

4. Why would the king include examples of torture? 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Were the Dahomey Amazons powerful? 
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Document C: Amazons Depicted by Englishmen 
Frederick Forbes traveled to West Africa as an officer for the British Royal Navy and published his journal 
in 1851. He was sent to the kingdom to convince the King to suppress Dahomey's involvement with the 
slave trade. As Britain had banned the slave trade, Forbes worked to bring to the public's attention the 
slave hunts practiced by the Dahomey. This is one of his sketches of a Mino or Amazon warrior next to his 
description of the Amazons. 

 
The  amazons  are  not  supposed  to  marry, and,  by  their  own  

statement,  they  have changed  their  sex.  "We  are  men,"  say they,  "  
not  women."  All  dress  alike,  diet alike,  and  male  and  female  
emulate  each other:  what  the  males  do,  the  amazons will  
endeavour  to  surpass.  They  all  take great  care  of  their  arms,  polish  
the  bar- rels, and,  except  when  on  duty,  keep  them in  covers.  There  
is  no  duty  at  the  palace, except  when  the  king  is  in  public,  and 
then  a  guard  of  amazons  protect  the  royal person,  and,  on  review,  
he  is  guarded  by the  males  ;  but  outside  the  palace  is  always a   
strong   detachment   of  males  ready  for service.  The  amazons  are  in  
barracks within  the  palace  enclosure,  and  under  the care  of  the  
eunuchs  and  the  camboodee  or treasurer.  In  every  action  (with  
males and  females),  there  is  some  reference  to cutting  off  heads. 

 [T]he  palace,  or  the  grand  Fetish  houses…The  royal  
wives  and  their  slaves,  I  presume  from  the  jealousy  of  their  
despotic lord,  are  considered  too  sacred  for  man to  gaze  upon ;  

and  on  meeting  any  of these  sable  beauties  on  the  road,  a  bell warns  the  wayfarer  to  turn  
off,  or  stand against  a  wall  while  they  pass.  The  king has  thousands  of  wives… If  one of 
the wives  of  the  king,  or  a  high  officer's, commits  adultery,  the  culprits  are  summarily 
beheaded ;  and  the  skull  of  one of  the  Agaou's  wives  is  at  present  exposed in  the  square  
of  the  palace  of  Agrimgomeh, in  Abomey.  But  if  adultery  be  committed by  parties  of  
lower  rank,  they  are  sold Marriages.  If a uiau scduccs  a  girl,  the law  obliges  marriage,  and  
the  payment of  eighty  heads  of  cowries  to  the  parent or  master,  on  pain  of  becoming  
himself a  slave.  In  marriage  there  is  no  ceremony, except  where  the  king  confers  the wife,  
in  which  instance  the  maiden  presents her  future  lord  with  a  glass  of  rum.  
 
Forbes, Frederick. “Seh-Dong-Hong-Beh, leader of the en:Dahomey Amazons.” Dahomey of the 

Dahomans. 1851. (being the journals of two missions to the king of Dahomey, and residence at his 
capital), 23-24. Retrieved from 
https://archive.org/details/dahomeydahomansb00forb/page/n41/mode/2up.  

 
Guiding Questions: 

5. How does he describe the Amazon warrior women? 
 
 

6. Why might this British officer have a different perspective on the Amazons than the 
Dahomey themselves? How might that impact this account? 
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Document D: Dahomey As It Is  
Alfred Skertchly left England in 1871 to collect zoological specimens West Coast of Africa. He traveled to 
Abomey, the capital of Dahomey, to train the King on the use of new weapons. He expected to stay for 
eight days but was held as an unwilling, yet well treated guest. This is his account of the Amazons. 

One of the most singular institutions of Dahomey is the female army, or Amazons, as 
they have been called.  When these soldieresses were first introduced into the country is 
unknown… 

Who has not heard of the ferocious actions of a drunken woman; and do not the daily 
papers bear witness to the fact that, once roused, a woman will perpetrate far greater cruelty 
than a man?  Did not the petroleuses of Paris wander about like she-demons of the nether world? 
What spectacle is more calculated to inspire horror than a savage and brutal woman in a 
passion?  and when we imagine such to be besprinkled with the blood of the slain, and perhaps 
carrying the gory head of some decapitated victim, one may cease to wonder at the dread with 
which these female warriors were, and still are, looked upon by the surrounding nations… 

[I]t would… be a happy release from their relatives if all the old maids could be enlisted, 
and trained to vent their feline spite and mischief-making propensities on the enemies of the 
country, instead of their neighbours. At any rate, they would be removed out of the way of the 
sycophantic parasites, who invariably hover round them, should they be possessed of any 
property, in the hope of cajoling them out of it.  Instances are not by any means rare, of females 
who have donned the soldier's uniform, and fought bravely side by side, not taking into 
consideration such heroines as Joan of Arc, Margaret of Anjou, Boadicea, and a host of others… 
As for physical endurance, do not scores of charwomen and laundresses drag out a life of literal 
slavery… 

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the Amazonian army of Dahomey is one of the 
causes of its slow decadence… Dahomey will have to be classed among the nations that have 
been. 
 

Skertchly, J. Alfred. “Dahomey as it Is.”  London: Legare Street Press, 2021.  First published in 
1884 by Chapman and Hall, 454-459. 

 
Guiding Questions: 

7. Underline words used to describe the Amazon warriors. Overall, how would you say 
they are viewed? 

 
 

8. How might differences in culture impact his account? 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Were the Dahomey Amazons powerful? 
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Document E: Dahomey’s Women Warriors 
By the late 1870s Dahomey had begun to temper its military ambitions. Most foreign 

observers suggest that the women’s corps was reduced to 1,500 soldiers at about this time, but 
attacks on [neighbors] continued. And the corps still existed 20 years later, when the kingdom at 
last found itself caught up in the “scramble for Africa,” which saw various European powers 
competing to absorb slices of the continent into their empires. Dahomey fell within the French 
sphere of influence, and there was already a small French colony at Porto-Novo when, in about 
1889, female troops were involved in an incident that resulted in a full-scale war. According to 
local oral histories, the spark came when the Dahomeans attacked a village under French 
suzerainty whose chief tried to avert panic by assuring the inhabitants that the tricolor would 
protect them. “So you like this flag?” the Dahomean general asked when the settlement had been 
overrun. “Eh bien, it will serve you.” At the general’s signal, one of the women warriors 
beheaded the chief with one blow of her cutlass and carried his head back to her new king, 
Béhanzin, wrapped in the French standard. 

The First Franco-Dahomean War, which ensued in 1890, resulted in two major battles, 
one of which took place in heavy rain at dawn outside Cotonou, on the Bight of Benin. 
Béhanzin’s army, which included female units, assaulted a French stockade but was driven back 
in hand-to-hand fighting. No quarter was given on either side, and [a French soldier] saw his 
chief gunner decapitated by a fighter… woman he had met three months earlier in Abomey... 
Only the sheer firepower of their modern rifles won the day for the French… 

In the uneasy peace that followed [the new king,]Béhanzin did his best to equip his army 
with more modern weapons, but the Dahomeans were still no match for the large French force 
that was assembled to complete the conquest two years later. That seven-week war was fought 
even more fiercely than the first. There were 23 separate battles, and once again female troops 
were in the vanguard of Béhanzin’s forces. The women were the last to surrender, and even 
then—at least according to a rumor common in the French army of occupation—the survivors 
took their revenge on the French by covertly substituting themselves for Dahomean women who 
were taken into the enemy stockade. Each allowed herself to be seduced by French officer, 
waited for him to fall asleep, and then cut his throat with his own bayonet. 

Their last enemies were full of praise for their courage. A French Foreign Legionnaire 
named Bern lauded them as “warrioresses… fight with extreme valor, always ahead of the other 
troops. They are outstandingly brave … well trained for combat and very disciplined.” A French 
Marine, Henri Morienval, thought them “remarkable for their courage and their ferocity… flung 
themselves on our bayonets with prodigious bravery.” 
 
Dash, Mike. “Dahomey’s Women Warriors.” Smithsonian Magazine. September 23, 2011. 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/dahomeys-women-warriors-88286072/.  
 
Final Hypothesis: Were the Dahomey Amazons powerful? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


