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PROLOGUE

Dr. Owens Wiwa walked behind his brother’s coffin worrying like an old woman. On this sweltering Monday morning in April 2000, it seemed as if all of Ogoniland had come to witness the funeral of Ken Saro-Wiwa – tens of thousands of people, an excitable, militant throng, jockeying for a glimpse of the casket. Ken had wanted a small, private funeral; this was definitely not what he’d had in mind.

The procession slowly parted the crowds in Bane as Ken’s daughter Zina, holding a large crucifix of hibiscus flowers, led the cortege. Behind the pallbearers, her twin sister, Noo, held aloft a large colour photograph of their father in a golden frame. Ken Junior followed, in his role of chief mourner, leading his uncle Owens and the rest of the immediate family toward the church.

The little cinder-block chapel in Bane had been packed for more than an hour with members of the media and groggy villagers who had stayed up all night dancing, singing, and drumming. Tribesmen crowded around the open windows and doors and spilled into the adjacent fields, fanning themselves with copies of the hastily printed church bulletin that stated the ceremony would commence with the “Reception of the Corpse at the entrance of the West Door.”

But everyone knew there was no corpse. The coffin that was carried through the village and into the chapel was empty except for two books (On a Darkling Plain and Pita Dumbrok’s Prison) and the curved-stem pipe Ken smoked before his hanging.

Since November 10, 1995, the bones of Ken Saro-Wiwa, the celebrated author and Nobel Peace Prize nominee, had lain in a secret, unmarked grave, reportedly mingled with the remains of the eight other men who were hanged with him. Before being charged with murder, Ken had spent seventeen years leading non-violent protests against the destructive exploitation of Ogoniland by multinational oil companies like Royal Dutch/Shell.

The paradox of multinational petroleum production is that it generates great wealth while generating even greater poverty. No place in the world illustrates this paradox more clearly than Nigeria. Despite being the wealthiest country on the African continent and despite wielding significant political, economic, and military influence over its neighbours, Nigeria’s economy has contracted rather than expanded over the past three decades. The country’s absolute poverty rate (the percentage of the population living on less than a dollar a day1) soared from 9 per cent in 1970 to 46 per cent in 1998. Yet while most Nigerians have been sliding into destitution, the political and economic elites of the country have grown ever richer – in most cases, obscenely so.2

Nearly every penny of Nigeria’s ill-dispersed wealth comes from petroleum, and, at present, the oil industry is the only part of the Nigerian economy that hasn’t largely collapsed.3 Oil accounts for 90 per cent of Nigeria’s foreign exchange and 80 per cent of government revenue. Fully half of this oil revenue is generated by the Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC), a joint venture of Royal Dutch/Shell and the government-owned Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC).

Not surprisingly, the Ogoni people objected to wallowing in poverty while multinational corporations and government elites grew rich on resources drained from Ogoni lands. The Ogonis also publicly and vociferously accused Shell of permanently devastating their environment.4 Although Shell acknowledges environmental problems in the Niger delta and the oil industry’s contribution to them, the company dismisses as “distorted and inaccurate” all allegations of environmental devastation.5 Shell says that it is deeply concerned about the situation in Ogoniland. According to the company, the Ogonis’ real problems stem from ethnic conflicts between neighbouring communities and the infamous Nigerian federal government.

“It is totally unjustified to suggest that Shell, by virtue of endeavouring to carry out its legitimate business of oil exploration, is in some way responsible for such conflicts or the level of the Nigerian government’s response to them.… Private companies have neither the right nor the competence to become involved,” said David Williams, a Shell International spokesman, in a media interview.6

Yet the fact remains that for half a century, Shell has played a significant role in Nigeria’s economy and politics, and the repressive political climate of Nigeria has directly benefited the economic performance of SPDC.

The execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa and the rest of the “Ogoni Nine” sparked international outrage and led to Nigeria’s suspension from the Commonwealth. Since his brother’s death, Owens Wiwa had lobbied hard with Nigeria’s new democratically elected regime to have Ken’s remains returned to the family for a proper burial. But his quest was as frustrating and futile as his efforts to save his brother’s life. “There still are some individuals who have very strong feelings against my brother,” said Owens in an interview for this book. “These are very powerful individuals. Some are in government, some are businessmen who deal with oil companies, and some are the traditional elites and rulers who don’t want to change. It’s been very taxing emotionally, the way people have behaved. And for what? For bones.”

“The politics of bones” is how Bill Haglund, a forensic anthropologist from Physicians for Human Rights, had wryly summed up the strange combination of silence, misdirection, myth, greed, and fear surrounding the death and secret burial of Ken Saro-Wiwa. So far, all Owens’s fight had come to was a symbolic funeral with an empty coffin.

Owens took his seat near the front of the church and watched aghast as independent film crews making documentaries for the CBC and PBS clambered around the altar with boom mikes and video cameras. Vigilant members of MOSOP, the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People, patrolled the chapel, poking the many exhausted mourners who had nodded off. Reporters from the Nigerian press hurried up and down the aisles taking photographs and asking for interviews during prayers. With all the commotion going on, the long, loopy eulogy delivered by Archdeacon Ven. Dr. S.O. Amadi was frequently drowned out.

But Owens wasn’t listening to the sermon, or to the faint voices of Ogoni women in the distant fields singing folk songs about his brother’s heroic deeds. He was staring at his hands and thinking about the intensely private part of the ceremony to come. Could it even be private, in the circumstances? Honouring Ken’s wishes, the Wiwa family had prepared a concrete tomb in a sandy, one-acre lot behind the village. At one end of the field was a lush mangrove swamp and, beyond that, the sea.

Just as Owens feared, the family found it impossible to keep the crowds from following the coffin to the tomb. Everyone wanted to see the last symbol of Ken as it was lowered into the ground. It seemed as if every Ogoni man, woman, and child wanted to go to the grave with him. The archdeacon uttered, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” as Ken Junior shovelled three spadefuls of dirt onto his father’s coffin.

After the graveside ceremony, all the Wiwa family except Owens departed through the crowd. When the attendants started to seal the crypt with concrete slabs, he asked if they would wait a moment. Before the coffin was hidden forever, he wanted a final moment with Ken, if only in spirit. They had shared so much: the same mother, birthday, love of the Ogoni culture, land, and people, the same vision for Ogoniland. Often, each brother had known what the other was thinking. Alone at the tomb, Owens realized he lacked the sense of closure. Although Ken’s memorial service had befitted a man of greatness, the exercise had been hollow. It also confirmed Ken’s prediction that the Nigerian government and Shell would deny his remains their six feet of earth.

No, Owens vowed, they would not. Staring at the empty wooden box, he promised his brother that he would not rest until the body of Ken Saro-Wiwa was located, exhumed, and laid properly at peace.


CHAPTERONE

Ma’s lantern signalled the start of day.

“Wake up, boys! Go get water.”

Each morning at five, Jessica Wiwa sent her children to the stream half a kilometre from town. Fetching water was a job her two youngest loved. The stream was clear and deep with placid pools for swimming. There was a little bridge for diving. In the early morning light, the water was prismatic, each grain of riverbed sand magnified in sharp focus. Schools of tiny brown fish undulating lazily against the current scattered at the first child’s plunge.

The stream was where the children took their morning baths and filled large jugs with fresh water. On this particular morning, six-year-old Owens Wiwa and his little brother, Letam, were joined as usual by the neighbourhood children from the Igbo tribe. “Ututu òma!” the Igbos greeted. Good morning.

“Kèdú,”1 Owens replied.

He had picked up a bit of the language while playing with the Igbos after school, kicking balls with them on the sandy road or pestering anthills in the forest. Sometimes Owens would join the older Igbo boys on their slingshot hunts.

“Letam, come!” Owens called as he struggled to hoist his container. “Ma is waiting.”

With the jug in one hand and his brother’s paw in the other, Owens struggled up the riverbank, through the trees, and back to the house. Monday through Friday, his family lived in Bori, a thriving town at the centre of Ogoniland in Nigeria. The divisional headquarters of the six Ogoni kingdoms, Bori was a bustling enclave of dirt streets and ramshackle dwellings surrounding an open-air market, a handful of churches, a police station, a clinic, and an elementary school. Pa Wiwa was the market master for the region and lived with his large family in a comfortable cinder-block house just opposite the Methodist church.

Returning home from the stream, Owens delivered his little brother and jug of water to his mother before going to get dressed for school. Just before he got to his room, however, he stopped. A radio was playing in an unused bedroom down the hall. Electricity had not come to Bori. What was a radio doing in his house? Curious, he crept toward the source of the sound.

A young man holding a cup of water and a sort of small stick with bristles came to the doorway. “You, come here,” he said. “Come.”

Owens went closer, mainly to get a peek at the radio. The stranger was an adult, short and slight, perhaps twenty years old. There was something familiar and yet unfamiliar about him. He told Owens to open his mouth and clench his teeth. Owens complied.

“Your teeth are dirty,” the stranger said. “Why don’t you clean your teeth?”

“I do,” said Owens. “I use a chewing stick.”

“Oh, really? Let me see again.” As Owens bared his teeth for another inspection, the young man squeezed white paste from a tube onto the bristles and began to brush the little boy’s teeth.

“Ow!” cried Owens. It was the first time he’d had a toothbrush in his mouth and his gums bled.

“There,” said the young man, “that’s better,” and laughed as the child hightailed it back down the hallway.

The taste of blood and mint lingered in Owens’s mouth. Before leaving for school, he asked his mother about the stranger with the radio and the toothbrush. Jessica looked at him oddly. “Don’t you know your own brother? That is Ken.”
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The Wiwas’ lives revolved around the market. As market master, Chief Jim Beeson Wiwa (“Pa” to the family) was the government administrator in charge of the scores of open-air community markets throughout Ogoniland. People from all over the Niger delta came to Ogoni markets to buy the yams, corn, leaves, and other foodstuffs the fertile Ogoni fields produced in abundance. Before Pa Wiwa took over, Ogoni markets had been haphazard gatherings of buyers and sellers conducting business on makeshift tables, upturned barrels, or dusty mats. Jim taught the villagers how to build vending huts and airy stalls, organized the vendors, and created a coherent and sanitary marketplace.

Pa Wiwa also owned an old flatbed lorry that he used to ferry Ogoni traders to Aba, a hundred kilometres to the north. Sometimes Jessica (“Ma”) Wiwa made the trip to Aba, taking tender pumpkin leaves she had purchased from Ogoni women to barter for spices, salt, and other bulk goods. A successful entrepreneur in her own right, Ma had her own yam, cassava, and palm oil farms as well as a lucrative business selling produce in the local markets. From October to January, she also bought and sold agriculturally improved yam seedlings and corn for Ogoni farmers to plant for the coming season.

Pa had four wives back in the family village, but because of her thriving business, Ma was the only one who came with him to town during the workweek. Ma was not Jim’s first wife, but she was the most powerful wife of the clan. Ma had been the one to give Pa his first child – a son. She also had the most money and was the most literate of Pa’s wives, able to speak some English and to read both Khana and Igbo.

After their morning baths, the older Wiwa children would typically help Jessica lug her goods to the market square, carrying items on their heads or in a small wheelbarrow. Once Jessica’s stall was set up, the children would then head off to school.

Owens went to the Khana County Council School in Bori. His full name was Monday Owens Wiwa; at school, he went by Owens, but to his family he was always “Mon.” Owens spoke Khana at home, and Igbo with the neighbourhood children. School was taught in English.

Until the morning of the toothbrush, Owens had been only dimly aware that somewhere in the world he had a much older brother. Ken had turned sixteen the very day Owens was born and had graduated secondary school when Owens was barely a toddler. For most of Owens’s life, Ken had been away at university. Late in the afternoon of the day of the toothbrushing, Owens was playing during school recess when he saw Ken come bicycling up the road. Stopping at the edge of the schoolyard, Ken called, “Mon! Come here.” When Owens ran over, Ken gave him a silver coin – sixpence, the most money he’d ever seen. Ken told him to spend it on akara, a type of sweet bean cake. Later that day, handing out bean cakes, Owens was king of the school.

By the time he got home, eager to see this mysterious big brother, Ken had left to return to the University of Ibadan, five hundred kilometres west of Ogoniland.
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It has been claimed that the Ogonis were the last people in Nigeria to come into contact with Europeans, although this is somewhat disputable.2 During the last half of the nineteenth century, the powerful King Jaja of Opobo controlled most of the trade and politics in a large part of the Niger delta and prevented most European penetration into the region.3 This suited Jaja’s neighbours, the Ogonis, a fiercely independent people who wanted little to do with the outside world. For generations, the swampy terrain of Ogoniland had shielded them from outsiders and had proven the perfect refuge from the region’s flourishing slave trade. According to Ogoni lore, no Ogoni man or woman was ever taken into slavery.4 Although the influence of King Jaja of Opobo did not extend into Ogoniland, after Nigeria became a British colony in 1914, the new administration placed the Ogonis within the newly created Opobo Division. The Ogoni people protested immediately, demanding their own self-administered body, which only served to put Ogoniland in direct conflict with the British.

Its boundaries amorphous and disputed, Ogoniland is a small section of the Niger River delta bounded by the big bend of the Imo River in the north, the Andoni flats in the south, the mouth of the Imo River in the east, and the Aba-Port Harcourt highway to the west. It occupies about four hundred square miles of the delta’s gently sloping coastal plain terrace.

Home to three population groups, Ogoniland is divided into six kingdoms. The Khana, largest of the three groups, live in the eastern and northern parts of the area. The Gokana, who occupy the south central part of the land, speak a language as closely related to Khana as, say, Yiddish is to German. The third Ogoni subgroup, the Eleme, inhabit a kingdom to the west and speak a language that cannot be understood by the other two groups.5 Although Christian denominations abound in Ogoniland, many people remain animists, worshipping various deities and honouring the fruits of the land, particularly yams, in festivals. The Ogonis consider their rivers to be sacred for they provide fish for food and water for life.6

The Wiwa family traces its roots to the early 1800s and to a Khana ancestor named Gbenedorbi. It is difficult, if not impossible, to determine the birthdates of many of the Ogonis who lived prior to the twentieth century. Until fairly recently, the Ogonis were an oral society with no written language.7 Before British colonization, calendars (as Westerners have constructed them) were unheard of.8

Jim Wiwa was born sometime during 1904 in the tiny Ken-Khana village of Bane (pronounced BAH-neh). When he was five, his widowed mother sent him out of Ogoniland to live in the nearby town of Opobo, just across the Imo River. It was common for Ogoni parents to billet their children with more prosperous relations or to apprentice them with area merchants.

Although turn-of-the-century Opobo was largely a mud and thatch city, it held an irresistible allure as one of the first “civilized” communities in the Niger delta. After the British deported King Jaja to the West Indies in 1883, Opobo became a base for British Christian missionaries, and the town fell under their modernizing influence. In 1909, five-year-old Jim was apprenticed to Harry Jaja, a relative of the fabled king and a prosperous Opobo merchant. Although still a small child, Jim was put to work in Jaja’s storehouse and was occasionally asked to keep an eye on the customers in the shop. Jim enjoyed his work and served Jaja with a diligence and honesty that endeared him to his master.

Business seemed to be booming but Harry Jaja’s profit margins kept falling. Jaja was mystified, but to young Jim the reason was obvious. Jaja had several boys working for him as indentured servants; they were stealing their master blind. Jim had caught them taking goods and money and the boys had encouraged the young Ogoni to do the same. Jim would have no part of it. “I am Ogoni man, honest man,” he told them. “I don’t thief.”

This proud, intelligent, and rigidly moral child was exceedingly unpopular with his fellow indentured servants. Nevertheless, by the time he had reached adolescence, Jim had effectively put an end to employee theft at Jaja’s store and business was prospering. Touched by Jim’s devotion, Jaja asked the twelve-year-old what he would like as a reward for his seven years of faithful service. Jim said, “I want to go to school.”

In 1916, there were only two schools in this part of the Niger delta – the Primitive Methodist Mission Elementary School at Kono and St. Paul’s, the Anglican Church school in Opobo.9 Harry Jaja chose the Anglican school and paid the missionaries to give the boy a proper British education. Jim graduated seven years later, fluent in English, fully literate, and deeply Christian. At nineteen, he returned to his family compound in Bane.

Because he was adept at speaking English, Khana, Igbo, and Ibibio, young Jim was hired in 1925 as a shop interpreter by the McIver Company, a successful European trading firm. The same year, Jim married a local teenager named Wale. Her name in Khana meant “fine,” a name Jim liked to use in English when he spoke about his young bride. Sadly, Fine Wiwa died during their first year of marriage, leaving Jim with a broken heart and no male heir. Shortly after her death, he married again. His second wife, Wayii, had difficulty becoming pregnant and then miscarried every child they managed to conceive.

After Opobo, Jim found life in his native village primitive, but Bane was not without opportunity. The jungles of Ogoniland had an abundance of Elaeis guineensis, the oil palm tree, a remarkable resource. The bright orange, vitamin-rich oil came from the palm’s plum-sized fruit. Each bunch, around 2,000 individual fruits, weighed from 10 to 20 kilograms. The trees reached maturity in only three years and continued producing for another 35, yielding between 4 and 4.5 tonnes of oil per hectare. Resigning from his interpreter’s job in 1927, Jim went into business for himself as a trader, bartering palm oil and palm kernel for tobacco, salt, and thread, items in great demand in his home kingdom.

Jim soon became one of Bane’s most prosperous residents. He was also one of the earliest Christians in the village – but not for long. Shortly after his homecoming from Opobo, Jim Wiwa had a small Anglican church built behind his family compound and the congregation steadily grew.

Despite modern religious proscriptions, all Nigerian ethnic groups, whether followers of Christianity or Islam, practise polygyny. Jim Wiwa, for one, had no difficulty reconciling his people’s traditional polygynous lifestyle with his adopted Christian faith. Frustrated at Wayii’s inability to produce children, Jim added another wife to his household, Jessica Widu Yaaka, a young woman of keen business sense.

Traditionally, an Ogoni patriarch places his house in the centre of his family compound and his wives build their homes around his. In Bane, Jim constructed the first “storey house” in the history of Ogoni, a cement-block structure with an upper floor. As for Jessica, she was soon wealthy enough through her trade to build herself a comfortable single-storey house under a roof of zinc.

During the Depression, Jim lost his palm oil trading business and, in 1933, took a British government job as a forest ranger guarding the Ogoni bush. Jim was just as loyal to the British as he had been to Harry Jaja in Opobo. As a reward, the British government promoted him to the newly created post of market master.

On October 10, 1941, Jessica gave Jim Wiwa his first child, Kenule Beeson Saro-Wiwa.10 (In Ogoni culture, “Saro” is a title of honour bestowed on the eldest boy of a family; the eldest girl is the “Sira.”) As the first surviving child – and a boy – Ken was doted on by his parents, sent to the best schools, and treated as a prodigy. For the next seven years, the Wiwas’ adoration of their son only increased as he remained an only child.

Over the next sixteen years, Jim added three more wives to his clan and Jessica produced three more children: two daughters, Comfort and Barine, and another son, Goteh James (“Jim”). On Ken’s sixteenth birthday, October 10, 1957, Jessica gave birth to her fifth child, Monday Owens Wiwa.

The two brothers may have shared a birthday, but they seemed to share little else. Ken had been an active, curious child, full of opinions, delighting in the attention he received as the Saro. He was gregarious, loquacious, and charming. Owens was the opposite – unobtrusive, contemplative, unquestioningly obedient, and thoroughly unremarkable.

At the time of Owens’s birth, Ken was away on a scholarship at one of the best secondary schools in Nigeria, Government College at Umuahia, where British expat instructors followed a curriculum modelled on Eton, which included Latin, the sciences, and fine arts. In this transplanted English public school, Ken became an anglophile, playing cricket, drinking tea, and developing a passion for British literature, especially Dickens and Shakespeare. Later, at the University of Ibadan, Ken majored in English, edited two campus newspapers, and served as president of the dramatic society. His play The Transistor Radio, a satirical piece that went on to win a BBC World Service radio drama competition,11 received its first performance at Ibadan. Ken also began writing political columns in the school newspapers and letters to the editors of local tabloids. He never lacked subject matter for his commentaries for this was a crucial period of Nigerian history. Nigeria was coming into a new age – the age of politics and oil.
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In 1937, a Dutch company called Shell D’Archy was given a concession by colonial authorities to begin oil exploration throughout the entire Nigerian territory.12 After nearly twenty years of searching, oil in commercial quantities was finally located in a Niger delta town called Oloibiri. Shell-BP (a joint venture of Shell D’Archy with British Petroleum) produced its first barrel of Nigerian crude in 1956 and by February 1958 was exporting six thousand barrels per day.13 Until 1959, Shell-BP was the only company producing oil in Nigeria. By 1960, however, Shell-BP’s success began attracting the attention of French, Italian, and American companies eager to exploit the imminent Nigerian oil boom.

Concurrent with the development of Nigeria’s oil industry, the movement to free Nigeria from colonialization had been launched toward the end of World War II. After more than a decade of intense political wrangling among a wide assortment of Nigerian interests, Britain finally granted the country independence in 1960. Because this momentous act was achieved non-violently, it was famously stated that Nigeria won its independence “on a platter of gold.” Some pointed out bitterly, however, that this platter was extended only to the Yoruba, the Hausa-Fulani, and the Igbo people, while hundreds of other minority groups in Nigeria were left empty-handed.

In truth, the founders of this new nation all but ignored the fact that their country had originally been cobbled together by the British out of more than three hundred distinct ethnic groups with differing cultures, languages, and religions. Independent Nigeria was structured by its constitution into three regions with boundaries drawn according to the concentrations of Nigeria’s three dominant tribes – the Yoruba in the west, the Hausa-Fulani in the north, and the Igbo in the east. In theory, the three groups were to pool their traditions and resources to create a unified Nigeria. Far from promoting national unity, however, Nigeria’s regional arrangement merely emboldened the Yoruba, Hausa-Fulani, and Igbo to assert their dominance and to exploit the hundreds of minorities the constitution had placed under their respective jurisdictions.

The regional arrangement also whetted the appetites of the three dominant tribes to establish their own independent nations. At one point, the Hausa-Fulani demanded that the Nigerian Federation be dissolved and the three regions kept linked together by a central agency of a “non-political character.” The Yoruba proclaimed that they would not be relegated to the background in Nigerian politics and declared that their objective was to “create and foster the idea of a single nationalism through Yorubaland.” More ominously, the Igbo announced that “the God of Africa has created the Igbo nation to lead the children of Africa from the bondage of the ages.” The spectre of Igbo secession was worrisome for many, for the Niger delta was the location of all the new nation’s oil reserves.

At independence, Nigeria’s former governor general, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, became the ceremonial head of state. A six-foot-tall, stately man, Azikiwe (known as “Zik”) was the father of modern Nigerian nationalism and the chief architect of the country’s independence. Three years later, in October 1963, when Nigeria officially became a republic, Azikiwe was unanimously appointed president by the federal parliament. At the same time, the Yoruba’s Western Region was subdivided to create the Mid West Region.

All semblance of democracy in Nigeria ended abruptly on January 15, 1966, in an Igbo-led military coup d’état. Nigeria’s federal prime minister, Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, was killed along with two of the three regional heads, namely the Yoruba premier from the Western Region and the Hausa-Fulani premier from the North.14 Azikiwe escaped harm and went into virtual isolation.15 Since the coup leaders were Igbo and the succeeding military dictator, Major-General John Aguiyi-Ironsi, was Igbo as well, the Hausa-Fulani people turned their revenge on the Igbo people, leading to the widespread slaughter of Igbos living in the Northern Region. A few months later, in July 1966, the dictator, Ironsi, was kidnapped, executed, and replaced by Lieutenant Colonel Yakubu Gowon. Surprisingly, the new head of state was neither a Hausa-Fulani nor a Muslim, but a Christian from the Middle Belt.16 Gowon was chosen because he was the most senior-ranking military officer from the North left alive.

Only four days after Gowon’s counter-coup, Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu, an Igbo, became military governor for Eastern Nigeria. Ojukwu – an intransigent, egotistical, political neophyte – immediately transferred all political power in the Eastern Region from the elected politicians to his coterie of Igbo military cronies and to the predominantly Igbo police.

The Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba were close to breaking the federation into three separate kingdoms. Alarmed at this prospect, the three hundred-plus minority groups argued that the regional system needed to be scrapped and the country partitioned into a number of states following the U.S. model. Surprisingly, the minorities won the day in the legislature and the four regions became twelve states.17 For the Igbos, led by Colonel Ojukwu, this meant a dilution of their overwhelming superiority in the east. Refusing to accept the new order, the Igbos seceded from the federation. On May 30, 1967, they declared themselves the new Republic of Biafra.18
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A year before Biafra’s creation, Ken Saro-Wiwa came home to his father’s house to stay. And he did not come alone. With him was his seventeen-year-old19 bride, Maria Bayor, a relative of the influential Orage clan of Gokana. The beautiful Maria was delighted to find herself married into one of Ogoniland’s pre-eminent families. Pa Wiwa considered it a desirable marriage as well. The Orages had long-established ties to the Wiwas, and the union transformed the friendship between the Orages and the Wiwas into a family relationship.20

Ken had graduated from the University of Ibadan with a B.A. (Honours) in English,21 subsequently working as an instructor, first at Port Harcourt’s Stella Maris College, then at Government College at Umuahia. Now that he was back at Pa’s house in Bori, his transistor radio was on all the time. Early every morning, Owens would hear the distant drone of the BBC News followed by the news in French and then the bombastic local Nigerian news. From the newlyweds’ room also came the sound of Ken bellowing at the radio, delighted by good news, indignant at bad.

Ken saw to it that his little brother brushed his teeth every morning before school. But Owens was no longer going to school every day. Khana County Council School was often closed; furthermore, his brother Jim and teenage sisters Barine and Comfort had inexplicably come home from boarding school. Something was happening in the Niger delta and Owens guessed that his senior brother was involved.

He was right. Ken Saro-Wiwa was one of a group of young men responsible for publishing a September 14, 1966, memorandum calling for the creation of Rivers State.22 Ken felt that if his tribe’s corner of the country were to be divided into a smaller region, the Ogonis would have a stronger voice at the federal level. Ken’s memorandum took the nearby oil metropolis of Port Harcourt by storm; the Igbos reacted to it with ridicule, resentment, dismay, and alarm.23

A few months later, Ken again left home to serve as a graduate assistant at the University of Nigeria at Nsukka, near the southeastern city of Enugu. He was not to remain long. Civil war mania had gripped the campus, with most of the staff and students rooting for Ojukwu to carry through with his threat to secede and create an Igbo nation. Remaining impartial was nearly impossible. Anyone who dared disagree with Ojukwu’s position was hauled away to prison, never to be heard from again. Opposed as he was to the prospect of Ogoniland’s becoming part of a new Igbo-dominated country, Ken had no choice but to resign his position at Nsukka and return home.24

When Ken got back to the delta, he found some solace in manual labour, accompanying his mother to her farm to harvest her cassava crop and then to turn the cassava into gari. Gari is a staple of the Ogoni diet. The tuber-like cassava root is grated into a coarse meal and packed in burlap bags that are left in the sun. Leaching the cassava of its juices is essential because the liquid contains mildly poisonous levels of cyanide. After draining and fermenting, the dried meal is placed in large bowls to be fire-roasted into the starchy, nutritious gari.

When not making gari, Ken often drove his moped around Bori to gather political gossip.25 Before long, gossip became talk of war. Finally, at the end of May 1967, the Igbos of eastern Nigeria seceded. The Ogonis found themselves within the borders of the newly created Republic of Biafra, in the midst of full-scale civil war.
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At the start of the Biafran War, life in Ogoniland seemed to go on as usual. It was a situation Ken Saro-Wiwa found frustrating in the extreme. There was little for him to do but listen to the radio, or try to find newspaper reports of the war’s progress. Ken continued to help his mother, wife, and siblings with the cassava, but it was only writing that truly gave him a sense of fulfilment. Although he considered his strengths as a writer to lie in short stories and drama, his thoughts during the time of war began coming to him in verse.26 His 1985 book Songs in a Time of War begins with his June 1967 poem “Voices,” written about the Igbo secession:


They speak of taxes
Of oil and power

They speak of honour
And pride of tribe

They speak of war
Of bows and arrows

They speak of tanks
And putrid human flesh

I sing of my love
For Maria27



By the end of summer 1967, federal forces were gaining against the Igbos. The Biafran rebels’ morale remained high, however, and Igbo militiamen began browbeating the inhabitants of the Niger delta to contribute to their care and feeding. As reward for their coerced support, the Ogonis were subjected to raids on their personal property, the looting of their money, and the rape of wives and daughters. Husbands and fathers who protested were beaten, often fatally. Since it was illegal for any non-Igbo to have a gun, the Ogonis were defenceless.28

Young Owens noticed that many Bori male teenagers and adults – Igbos and Ogonis alike – had started wearing Biafran uniforms, mounting roadblocks, and trying to convince more men to join the Biafran army or Civil Defence. Soon throngs of new soldiers in threadbare uniforms were marching up and down the streets of Bori singing war songs. To make matters worse, Pa Wiwa was forced to leave Ogoniland when the Igbos transferred him to Umuahia, a hundred kilometres north.

After federal forces captured nearby Bonny Island, Ken hoped it would only be a matter of time before Nigerian soldiers marched into Ogoniland and liberated the area. But the Biafran rebels countered their defeat by invading the Mid West, turning the outlook for the liberation of Ogoniland decidedly gloomy. Ken could take no more. Since it was impossible for him to oppose the Biafran nightmare from within, he felt his only answer lay in fighting it from without.

In September 1967, the Wiwa family’s routines changed. After Pa’s transfer to Umuahia, Ma had continued to run her market stall in Bori during the week as usual and move the family back to Bane on weekends. On Sunday evening, September 24, Ma Wiwa surprised her children by announcing that the family would now remain in Bane.

That night, around 2 a.m., Owens was awakened by unfamiliar activity. Creeping to the door of his room, he saw his mother moving through the house with her lantern. Out the window, he saw people moving between the buildings, in and out of the compound, helping Ken with a few large sacks. Owens recognized Ken’s wife, Maria, and two of his uncles from his mother’s side. In the morning, Owens learned that Ken and Maria had fled Ogoniland. In a hired canoe, under cover of darkness, they had manoeuvred through the maze of delta creeks to cross the Biafran front lines. At the federally held port of Bonny Island, they boarded a ship for Lagos.29

Trouble soon arrived for the family Ken and Maria left behind. The Biafrans set up a police command post at Kono, on the Imo River about seven kilometres from Bane. Biafran soldiers came to Bane every day to terrorize the villagers, and seize, slaughter, and eat the village livestock and ravage the community’s supply of plantains, breadfruit, and coconuts. Although most Ogonis did not support the war, the soldiers persuaded many village males to join the army and the Civil Defence. Those who resisted were evicted from their homes and transported into the heart of Igboland. The deportees were invariably poor farmers and fishermen who spoke only Khana, Gokana, or Eleme; some had never before left their ancestral village.30 Few ever returned.

Months passed with no news about Chief Jim Wiwa. Word did, however, come about Ken. Three months after Ken and Maria’s escape from Ogoniland, the Nigerian National Broadcasting Service reported that the federal government had appointed Ken Saro-Wiwa the new administrator (i.e., the governor) of Bonny Province.

In Lagos, Ken had found a position as a lecturer at Lagos University, and he and Maria had moved into a university-owned flat in the suburb of Surulere. More importantly, Ken managed to get himself appointed to serve on the Rivers State Interim Advisory Council,31 an inner circle of advisors to the current Rivers State governor who was in exile in Lagos.32 Through his work on the council, Ken soon found himself being offered an appointment as administrator for Bonny. Fearing that once the Igbos learned of her husband’s appointment they might exact revenge on their relatives, Maria implored Ken not to accept. Although he was not oblivious to the dangers, he opted to accept the position and entrust the safety of his family and of Ogoniland to God.33
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Maria’s fears proved well founded. After Ken’s appointment, Jessica’s neighbours and friends became convinced that Igbo soldiers would brand anyone having contact with the Wiwa family as saboteurs. Worse, the Wiwas began noticing that whenever members of the Civil Defence led the Biafran army through the village, they would point out the Wiwa compound.

One afternoon, Owens and Letam were playing at home while Jessica and her teenage children were working in the fields. Hearing raised voices, Owens looked out his mother’s front door and saw the Civil Defence boys leading a squadron of Biafran soldiers into the Wiwa compound. Grabbing Letam, Owens ran to hide in his father’s house. The children watched from an upstairs window as soldiers entered their mother’s house with gallon jugs of kerosene. The soldiers splashed fuel over the walls, floor, and furniture, then stepped outside and set the building alight.

With Ma’s house in flames, the soldiers turned their attention to Pa’s house. Seeing the soldiers coming, Owens and Letam fled the building and ran unnoticed to the neighbouring Anglican church. They escaped just in time as the soldiers burst into Pa’s house and went directly to Ken’s room upstairs and tossed all his books, files, and clothes out the window into the courtyard. The soldiers appropriated the items that caught their fancy and made a bonfire of the rest. Watching from the church, Owens wept. Ken had always kept meticulous care of his volumes of great literature; to him, books were sacred. Ken was also an obsessive record-keeper and the family’s archivist; into the fire went everyone’s birth certificates, report cards, medical records, family photos, personal letters, award certificates, and diplomas.

The soldiers ransacked Pa’s house, smashing windows and carting away the furniture. With the building reduced to a shell of concrete and cinder block, they spilled kerosene over the downstairs floors and set a match to the liquid. The kerosene flared up, burned brightly, and went out.

Puzzled, the soldiers poured more kerosene and struck more matches, but still the house refused to burn. Deeply superstitious (and naive about modern building materials), the soldiers became frightened.

“The father must have buried a powerful thing in the house!” said one.

“A juju! This is a house so pure it cannot be burned!”

Spooked, the soldiers halted their destruction and focused on the search for Jessica and her children. Owens and Letam were quickly discovered at the church. The soldiers then went door to door in the village rounding up anyone they could find, demanding to know if they were related to the Wiwas. When word reached Jessica in the fields that her house was on fire, she and her children raced home, where they were captured.

The soldiers lined up the family, as if to be shot. Instead of killing them, however, the soldiers beat them, forced them into a military vehicle, and set off for Kono. En route the soldiers taunted Jessica, saying that her son Ken had betrayed Biafra.

At Kono, Jessica and the five children were locked in a tiny mud and stick hut with a thatched roof and dirt floor. Once a primary school classroom, the hut was now an aboveground dungeon, its windows boarded and its door locked and guarded. A few beams of sunlight filtered through the thatch. Rain came in the same way.

Occasionally, armed soldiers escorted the Wiwas into the bush to attend to sanitary matters. At other times, the family was allowed to sit at a table in another former classroom to watch the soldiers bring in other prisoners, who were tortured, frogmarched, and beaten with bullwhips.

Holding Owens, Jessica would say, “Don’t worry, Mon. One day, he will come and see that we will all survive and they will get their punishment.” Owens did not know if his mother was speaking of Ken or Jesus Christ.

After a three-week detention at Kono, the Wiwas were released. They walked back to Bane, although there wasn’t much to come back to. For a few days, Jessica and the children lived in the charred shell of Pa’s house. Each day, the sound of gunfire grew louder, and Jessica took the children to hide in the forest, daring to return only after dark. The other Bane families did the same. Tales had reached the village about the reactions of the Biafran soldiers to the approaching federal bombing raids. Facing defeat, the Biafrans had become vicious, making daily forays into Ogoni villages, seizing animals, raiding houses, and raping every woman they came across.

Although the Ogonis by and large approved of Ken’s decision to leave Biafra for Nigeria, the villagers of Bane began avoiding all contact with the Wiwas. This was understandable: to be associated with Ken’s family now was to risk arrest. Feeling no longer welcome in the community, Ma gathered the children and left Bane on foot in search of anonymity. By now, however, the family of the market master and their connection to Ken Saro-Wiwa were so well known that Ma and the children were shunned at every turn. Fortunately, in Lubara, the ancestral village of Jessica’s grandparents, one uncle was brave enough to let the Wiwas stay at his house.

One afternoon in Lubara, Biafran soldiers arrived to arrest Jessica and her five children again. This time, the Wiwa family was detained at the abandoned Teachers Training College in Bori. The war had brought an influx of people to Bori, and the Biafran soldiers, frightened of losing control of the town, had turned the small college into a holding area for Ogoni refugees fleeing the Nigerian army shelling.

As days passed and the sounds of explosions and gunfire came closer, the ranks of Biafran soldiers at the Teachers College thinned. Soon the guards were gone, leaving Jessica and her children free to begin another trek away from the advancing federal forces. On the way out of Bori, they passed their town house, now ransacked and desolate.

The Wiwas marched northward, stopping only briefly in villages where Ma’s former customers dared to offer them food or water. They kept walking until they arrived at a village called Bangoi, the farthest outpost in Ogoniland. Beyond lay Igbo territory. Here Ma stopped, sat down, and declared she would go no farther. “I will not leave Ogoni,” she told her children. “If we die, we die right here.”

Moved by the Wiwas’ plight, a Bangoi villager offered them nighttime shelter with his family in their thatched-roof house. Because the approaching battle made staying in the house far too dangerous during the daytime, the villager also offered to share the primitive bomb shelter he had dug for his family at the edge of the forest.

Though crude, the shelter proved effective. Getting to it safely, however, was another matter. A week after their arrival in Bangoi, Owens was walking with his mother and siblings to the shelter one morning when they heard a high-pitched whoosh followed by a sharp smack. Bullets were whizzing by their heads and striking tree trunks. The Wiwas were caught in a crossfire, the Nigerians behind them and the Biafrans in front. Luckily, everyone made it to the shelter, but the Wiwas and their hosts had to stay there for three days and nights as the firefight raged.

On the third day, the sounds of fighting grew intense, with long volleys of shooting punctuated by explosions. Suddenly, the shooting stopped and there was an eerie silence – then a melody. Owens recognized the song from Ken’s transistor radio. The federal soldiers were singing in Hausa the Nigerian army war victory song:


Mu je Mu Kerkeshe Su,
Tu Tatara Kayan Su,
Mu Ber Su Suna Kukan Banza



(“We go, we slaughter them / We ravish their precious wares / We abandon them crying useless tears.”)34

The two families remained in hiding for several hours more. After what seemed an eternity, the Bangoi villager timidly opened the door and stepped out to see if everything was safe. Nigerian soldiers spotted him at once and apprehended him.

Hearing the soldiers cart the man away, Owens’s sisters, Barine and Comfort, believing they might be able to use their command of English to help, left the shelter. The girls returned several hours later, excited and happy. Instead of arresting the brave Bangoi man, the soldiers were treating him as a refugee. When Barine and Comfort found the soldiers and their protector, they introduced themselves. The soldiers said they had been instructed to look everywhere for the Wiwa family and take them to safety.

The Nigerian soldiers brought the Wiwas tinned fish, rice, and other food, and drove them back to Bane. On the trip home, Owens stared at the corpses lining the road. By this time, more than thirty thousand Ogoni lives had been claimed by the Biafran war,35 but many of the bodies Owens now saw belonged to Biafran soldiers.
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A few weeks after the Wiwas’ return to Bane, news of a grand arrival spread throughout the village. People spoke of a black man wearing a “French suit,” a type of stylish safari outfit usually worn by Europeans in Africa, arriving by water. Owens and Letam raced down to see what was happening. A short, dapper young man holding a walking stick and surrounded by army officers and private guards stepped off the boat. It was Ken.

The new administrator for Bonny and his entourage marched into the village surrounded by the remaining residents of Bane. At the crook of the road behind the Anglican church, he caught sight of his family compound. His mother’s house was in ashes and his father’s house reduced to an empty shell. The house of one of Pa’s other wives was a rain-filled crater. Seeing the destruction, Ken burst into tears, but when he caught sight of Ma and the children, his despondency turned to joy: at least his family was alive.

Jessica looked a mess in one of Ken’s torn and filthy T-shirts. Ten-year-old Owens and little Letam came to be hugged and kissed, but his sister Barine stayed in her aunt’s house, afraid to venture out.

Like their Biafran predecessors, the federal troops billeted at Bane had become a menace. Not only did they rape village girls and steal from the houses and farms, they laid siege to the town, imposing a dusk-to-dawn curfew.36 Ken pleaded with the superior officers stationed at Bori and at the headquarters of the 14th Brigade to discipline the rapacious soldiers. The young officers promised to do what they could. “But you have to understand,” one officer said to Ken, “to control all the men under our command is not an easy task in the circumstances.”37

Realizing Bane was not safe, Ken decided to take everyone back to Bonny Island. Jessica would not hear of it. “I don’t need a holiday,” she said. “I have to stay and wait for my husband to come back. And look at my house. I have to rebuild!”

Anxious to return to school, Ken’s brothers and sisters welcomed the opportunity to leave their war-torn home.38 Ken said goodbye to his mother and took his siblings to catch a boat for the short trip to Bonny.
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The voyage to Bonny was Owens’s first time in a motorboat. It was also his first glimpse of the ocean. Salt water fascinated him. The only water he had ever known ran clear in the fresh streams or swirled lazily in brackish swamps. Here were green-blue water and crashing waves as far as the eye could see. When the boat docked in Bonny, Owens jumped ashore to taste the sea. The only thing he could compare it to was tears. He was having problems with his eyesight and reasoned that this miraculous water, this ocean of tears, must have curative powers. He scooped water into his cupped hands and splashed it into his eyes. The reward for his faith was searing pain.

Less than a month after Ken left Bane with the children, the federal soldiers began pulling out of Ogoniland. Goods unavailable during the federal blockade of Eastern Nigeria began to arrive; things were returning to normal.39 The Bane villagers warmed to Jessica again, engaging her in trade, seeking her advice, coming to her to borrow money. Still, Ken felt it best that the children not return home. Pa Wiwa was still missing, and perhaps had not survived the war. There were no schools left in the Niger delta. Now the de facto head of clan, Ken saw it as his duty to ensure that his brothers and sisters continued their schooling. Since there were no schools in Bonny either, Ken decided to take the children to live in Lagos. Owens’s first ride in a speedboat was nothing compared to his first ride in a seaplane. He and his brothers found the experience of flight astonishing; his sisters spent the ride vomiting.

Lagos of the late 1960s was unlike any other city in Nigeria. Both the national capital and commercial nerve centre, it was the home of the president, government ministries, and many national institutions. Lagos was cosmopolitan, colourful, crowded, and loud. Tall corporate buildings rose out of the tangle of elevated downtown freeways, mansions rested serenely in elegant neighbourhoods, while nightclubs pulsed to the beat of a thriving music scene.

Ken had rented a house in the lower-middle-class suburb of Surulere. He lived modestly – far beneath his means as a provincial administrator – retaining only one servant and purchasing a ten-year-old Volkswagen. One thing he did spend money on was his siblings’ education. Ken dispatched Jim and the girls to boarding schools right away. Letam was easily placed in a local elementary school. Eleven-year-old Owens was the only remaining problem.

One morning, Ken came into Owens’s room and asked him to “please dress smart.” (When Owens was young, Ken was extremely polite with him, as Owens was the clear favourite among his siblings.) With his little brother looking his best, Ken drove to the Ministry of Education, where he conferred with officials about the best possible school. The ministry staff instructed the boy to be delivered to the Surulere Baptist School.

At Surulere Baptist, the principal greeted the Wiwa brothers cordially, then turned to Owens and asked, “What is seven times eight?”

Owens stared at the man, saying nothing. The principal asked again. Still Owens did not respond.

“I don’t think we can take him,” said the principal.

“Why?” snapped Ken. “Because he doesn’t know seven times eight? Do you know what this child’s been through?”

The principal apologized but remained adamant: his school was a little too advanced for Owens. Back in the car, Ken turned his full fury on his junior brother.

“What is seven times eight?” he demanded.

“Fifty-six,” Owens replied without hesitation.

“Why didn’t you tell the principal that?”

Owens said nothing. How could he tell Ken he had been too nervous to speak? Or that when the men began arguing, he was even more afraid?

Ken drove back to the Ministry of Education, where he read the riot act to the staff. “This is a boy who has just come from the war front and the principal is asking him these questions, telling him to do this on the spot, and when he doesn’t say an answer, he says he won’t take him in his school!”

The ministry official tried to calm Ken down and said, “Let’s go back to the school together.” The official followed Ken’s car back to Surulere Baptist, had a talk with the principal, and made the arrangements for Owens’s registration himself.

Although named Surulere Baptist, the school was a secular institution run by the government. Compared to the small brick schoolhouse in Ogoniland, the three-storey concrete building in Lagos seemed almost futuristic. The classrooms had glass windows. Doorways sported doors. Back home, Khana County elementary school had large fields to play in and a working farm where the children learned agriculture and composting. The school in Lagos didn’t have any of these things, but it did feed the children lunch, something unheard of back home.

The first day at Surulere Baptist proved particularly hard for Owens. While sitting in class on the second floor, Owens heard students in the room upstairs get up from their desks at break time. Their metal chairs scraping the cement floor made a sound like that of approaching aircraft on bombing runs over Ogoniland. Hearing the sound, Owens panicked and ran out into the hallway. When the noise stopped and he noticed that nobody else had tried to “take cover,” he slunk back into the class, embarrassed. Although peeved that his fellow students were laughing at him, it took Owens several months to control these panic attacks.

Distances in the big city also took some getting used to. In Ogoniland, Owens lived a five-minute walk from school. In Lagos, the school was five kilometres away through a maze of confusing streets and crowded alleyways choked with people and cars. It was also Owens’s job to take Letam to school each day. Luckily, Letam’s school was not far from Surulere Baptist and he was good company. One morning, the brothers’ route was blocked by panicked throngs. Terrified people were packing belongings into lorries and cars or racing down the streets with basins of personal items balanced precariously on their heads.

“What is wrong with these people?” Owens asked a shopkeeper who was closing down his stall.

“There was a bomb somewhere in the city!” said the man.

In the waning days of their fight for independence, the Biafrans had tried to conduct a bombing raid on Lagos, but managed to detonate only one bomb. Owens burst out laughing. These people who had never known war were now scared out of their wits simply at the news of a bomb exploding elsewhere in their vast metropolis. At eleven, Owens had been exposed to much worse.

Owens was beginning to feel cut off from his family. His older brother Jim and his sisters, Barine and Comfort, were away in boarding school. Ken’s young wife, Maria, had just given birth to their first child, Ken Junior, and was devoting her attention to the baby. Ken himself was hardly ever around. As administrator for Bonny Island, he spent most of his time at his new homes in Bonny and in Port Harcourt. Owens had gone from being part of a crowded, polygynous rural household to living in a small city house with his younger brother, a sister-in-law who was almost a stranger, and his new baby nephew. It was a lonely time.
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During the Biafran rebellion, Ken published a pamphlet entitled The Ogoni Nation Today and Tomorrow,40 a twenty-five-page booklet meant to introduce the little-known Ogoni people to the nation and to themselves. Up until this point, the Khana, Gokana, and Eleme tribes did not share a pan-Ogoni sense of self. On the contrary, the very name “Ogoni” was offensive to many people in these groups. (Ogoni is a corruption of the Ibani word igoni, or “strangers.”) In Today and Tomorrow, Ken used geographical, statistical, historical, and cultural evidence to convince three groups spread across six kingdoms to unite under one ethnic identity in a region called Ogoniland – or simply “Ogoni.” (“The land and the people are one,” Ken would insist testily whenever he heard the term “Ogoniland” or “Ogoni People” bandied about.) This call for the Khana, Gokana, and Eleme people to embrace some sort of amalgamated cultural pride worked better – and more quickly – than even the self-assured Ken Saro-Wiwa could have anticipated.

In 1969, trudging with his stack of booklets through more than one hundred rural Ogoni villages, Ken discovered that the common Ogoni man was ready to follow a dedicated leadership.41 Certainly one beguiling aspect of his campaign for Ogoni solidarity was his call for a share of the oil revenues that the government and Shell-BP were dividing between them.

“We find it most intolerable that we who sit on oil should be one of the poorest, if not the poorest, people in the country,” Ken wrote in the booklet. “The common man in the Western State benefits directly from cocoa; so does the man in Kano State benefit from groundnut. We, on the contrary, are chased out of our land by oil-prospecting companies and left to languish in poverty. We find it untenable that the oil industry should bring prosperity to everyone but us. We refuse to accept that the only responsibility which Shell-BP owes our nation is the spoliation of our lands to satisfy the company’s needs for the silly sum of five shillings per acre in an area where 1,200 people live on each square mile of land, and the only source of income as well as subsistence is agriculture. Shell-BP can earn the goodwill of our people. She can do for us what she knows is right.”42

His criticism of Shell won Ken the confidence of the Ogonis. As his popularity rose, so did his political profile. By the start of 1969, in addition to being administrator of Bonny Province, he was a member of the Interim Advisory Council of Rivers State and the Rivers State commissioner for Works, Land and Transport.43 As a Rivers State Cabinet member, he worked to rehabilitate the Ogonis and other ethnic groups who had been the main victims of the civil war.44

Owens, meanwhile, was flourishing at school. He advanced from Grade 4 to 5, and his teachers felt that his performance was good enough for him to skip the sixth grade and take the entrance exams for secondary school. In Bori, he had learned to speak Igbo. Now, in Lagos, he was picking up Yoruba and interacting with children from that cultural group.

Ken’s house in Lagos began to fill up. Although Ken was rarely there, many Ogonis from Biafra who had come to Lagos to look for work used the residence as a sort of transit house. With familiar Ogoni faces and language surrounding him once more, Owens’s loneliness began to abate.
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On January 15, 1970, Biafra surrendered and the Nigerian Civil War officially ended. At the end of the war, Ken found Pa Wiwa at an Igboland refugee camp in Ikot Ekpene and delivered his father back to Bane for an emotional homecoming.45

Ken moved his wife, newborn son, and two little brothers out of Lagos to Port Harcourt where the government allocated him a new house. Number 11 Nzimiro Street was a large, two-storey building of white cement block with a corrugated zinc roof, porches flanking the front door, and upper balconies screened with a railing of lattice brick. The grounds were spacious, covered in well-tended grass and surrounded by trees. Out back was the “boys’ quarters,” a small detached apartment for Ken’s house staff and night watchmen. The house filled up as quickly as the Lagos house had. A few of Maria’s relatives came to stay and Ken billeted some of the Ogonis he regularly took under his wing. Ken also brought his half-brother Harry Wiwa, the son of Pa’s fourth wife, Tapwa, to live at Nzimiro Street.

This bursting house wasn’t entirely the product of altruism. In Ogoni culture, elder siblings become responsible for their junior bothers and sisters as soon as they move out of their father’s house and build a home for themselves. Any younger family member who has not yet built his own house or is unmarried and wants to live away from his father’s house can expect to live with his older brother.

Because Harry was about the same age as Owens, Ken enrolled them both at Port Harcourt’s Baptist High School. A boarding school, Baptist High also had provisions for day students. Owens wanted to live at school with the other children – just as Jim, Comfort, and Barine were allowed to do – but Ken did not want to pay to send him to a school only eight kilometres from home. Eight kilometres was, however, a big distance to a twelve-year-old boy. In Lagos, Owens had gotten used to walking five kilometres to and from school every day. Now, in Port Harcourt, he and Harry had to get up at four every morning to get to school on time.

Besides the frustrating commute, eating lunch was another difficult thing to get used to at Baptist High School. Because of the early seventies American charity campaign featuring photos of starving Biafran orphans, Nigeria had received great quantities of humanitarian aid, much of it food, from all over the world. After the war (and after graft and theft had taken their share), the dregs of this charitable aid filtered into the school system as “lunch.” The children were fed dried salt cod and a baffling substance called cheese. They were also the beneficiaries of mountains of tinned meat, a product of suspicious provenance. Owens and his schoolmates suspected it was dog food.

The long walk to and from school offered Owens plenty of time to think each day. Many of the other students in his class were there on scholarship. He reasoned that, if he applied himself to his studies, he might earn one as well. By the end of the school year, his grades were good enough to earn him a scholarship for his entire board and tuition.

Thrilled, he raced home to tell Ken. “Look, I’ve got a scholarship!”

“How do you think you got the scholarship?” Ken asked.

“I’m the best in my class,” said Owens. “In all my subjects I’m always among the first three – and there’s more than thirty of us!”

“I am the commissioner for education in Rivers State,” said Ken. “I am the person in charge of all state-funded scholarships. One of the first things I did was to guarantee that every Ogoni student who desired it received a government scholarship. All Ogonis are given scholarships no matter how well or poorly they do in school – all Ogonis except you and Harry.”

Ken explained that, to avoid any taint of nepotism, he made sure that his policies did not extend to his own family. He forbade Owens to accept the scholarship.

Owens did not understand. Neither did the other students. “How come
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