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Dedication

FOR PAUL,

WHO MAKES ME BELIEVE THAT ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE




Epigraph

 That night, we were in the forest. I didn’t know how long we would be there. Where was my family? My mother, my father, my sisters, my brothers? Would I ever see them again?

—ASMA’U, taken aged twelve
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The Girls in the Forest

IT WAS A CLEAR NIGHT, the night of April 14, 2014. A gang of armed men broke into a girls’ boarding school in the town of Chibok, in northeastern Nigeria, intent on stealing an engine of some sort. There may have been construction going on at the school. There have been many accounts of what these men were looking for and what actually happened that night, but no one disputes that by the next morning, 276 girls were missing. They had already spent their first night in the Sambisa forest—their first night in captivity. I didn’t know much about the Sambisa then, but over time, I would come to understand the forest as a dark, ungovernable expanse that even government forces found difficult to penetrate, the perfect sanctuary to grow a terrorist movement. That movement was called Boko Haram—which translates roughly to “Western education is forbidden”—and this was one of its most brazen attacks.

When I woke up to the news thousands of miles away in Washington, DC, where I was living at the time, my stomach began to cramp and a cold tremble of foreboding, one I knew well, coursed through my body as I scanned the headlines on Twitter. “Fears Captive Girls Will Be Used as Sex Slaves,” read one. “Nigerian Government Says Military Operation Underway to Search for Kidnapped Girls,” said another. As I read, a familiarity—a muscle memory of trauma—twitched in my head and tightened in my chest as I imagined the girls’ fears, their confusion, as they spent their first night as captives.

The word “kidnap” has been a trigger for me since late 2008, when I was taken at gunpoint by a similar band of armed men. Except that was in Afghanistan, not Nigeria. A hole in the ground in Wardak Province, not the Sambisa forest in Borno State. Men sympathetic to the Taliban, not Boko Haram. But once a hostage, you become a hostage to your memories, and certain words become triggers that have you staring down the dark barrel into a place you have no desire to return to and no choice but to revisit. It is the dread that lurks in your subconscious, ready to pounce when you least expect it.

Every time I hear of a taking, I think of the taken. Journalists. Aid workers. Contractors. Those violently removed from the world they know, the freedoms they’re accustomed to, the ordinariness of daily life. Suddenly, their world shrinks to the confines of their captivity. Whether that’s a forest or a small room or a hole in the ground, the loss of the ordinary and the known is frightening. You wrestle with your mortality every day, as if death is very close by: around the corner, inside your head, in your captors’ hands. In captivity, you constantly dance with death. Some days, that dance is like a waltz, tiptoeing around the possibility; other times, it’s more like a dare, where you almost will your captors to shoot you, just to end the misery. You become acutely aware of the fragility of life, and of the fact that you often have no control over when your life might end. Living every day with the possibility of dying at any moment brings many things into sharp focus, and yet it makes others very blurry.

When you’re taken, you’re no longer in control of yourself. The loss of freedom, the uncertainty of the outcome. The guns. The guns! Pointed at you. And if you’re a woman—the men. The men. Who threaten not just because of their gender, their size, their weapons, but also because they expose your vulnerability, no matter how strong you believe yourself to be.

News of the Chibok kidnapping reopened the invisible scars I have mostly tried to ignore in the years since my own kidnapping. I scratched at them by devouring all the news I could find. How was this possible? Where did the girls go? Who was trying to save them? Michelle Obama tweeted “#BringBackOurGirls,” and with that one hashtag, the international community was engaged. Everyone seemed to be invested in the fate of these girls. Now “our” girls. Whose girls?

That answer should be obvious. Every hostage has a family. And what that family endures is unfathomable. I still have not been able to talk to my family about the ordeal they went through those four weeks in the fall of 2008, when I was in the hole. I know vaguely from my sister that my dad almost ran over a pedestrian after leaving a meeting where the hostage-negotiating team told my family I might already be dead.

I knew the girls’ families were no doubt feeling the same sense of panic, the same disbelief that their daughters could simply vanish, be disappeared overnight, just like that. Families left to wonder, Is she still alive? And if she is, where is she being kept? What horrors is she having to endure? How can we sleep not knowing where she is? How can we wake up not knowing if she will? How can we walk knowing she is confined? Are they treating her with some dignity? How could they not?

But I knew better what the girls themselves were thinking. Because I had thought the same things from the second I resigned myself to captivity. With that resignation comes many other feelings. Guilt, for putting your parents through the trauma of not knowing. Distress, at the thought of how they may or may not be coping. Fear, of how it all might end.

The thought of being held hostage in a forest seemed singularly terrifying. But as I read and learned more about Boko Haram, I realized that this was far from an isolated incident. The Chibok girls were just a small number of the hostages these men had taken into the forest. The reality was that thousands of girls—victims of the everyday kidnappings that had been taking place for years before Chibok—were missing. No one even knew the exact number. The crisis was compounded by the fact that there were potentially hundreds, if not thousands, of girls who had escaped but were now shunned by their families and their communities for being “wives and mothers” of Boko Haram. Innocent girls caught through no fault of their own in a never-ending spiral of terror and pain.

The Sambisa forest was not always a place of horror. Once known as the Sambisa game reserve, it was a vast stretch of lush savannah home to elephants, leopards, hyenas, baboons, and sixty-two different species of birds.1 Nigeria’s British colonizers had set the Sambisa aside as a conservation area in 1958, two years before they left the country to chart its own destiny. Fed by two rivers, the Ngadda and the Yedseram, the reserve boasted stunning natural beauty and towering baobab, rubber, and date palm trees. Until the 1970s, it was a destination for international tourists in search of a unique safari experience.

But when the British left, the game reserve quickly fell victim to neglect and corruption by park management. Funds were misused, budgets mishandled. Colonel Ibrahim Babangida, then the military governor of Borno State and later the president of Nigeria, proposed establishing military-style training camps in the Sambisa and using the national guard to patrol the area.2 Babangida’s critics accused him of organizing a private army to hold on to power, and the public outcry prevented these ideas from becoming reality. Instead, poachers and hunters moved in, and over the years, the animals slowly disappeared.

And then Sambisa became a conveniently perfect place for Boko Haram militants to hide out. But they did more than that—they converted the bases that had been set up for the failed national guard initiative into their headquarters. This would be their command centre, the place where they plotted their reign of terror. The place where they kept the girls they took hostage.

The more I thought about it, the more horrific the whole situation seemed. No one even knows how many girls have been lost to the Sambisa. In 2019, after a decade of conflict, the International Committee of the Red Cross estimated that throughout Nigeria, more than twenty-two thousand people were missing, many of them women and children. How could there be so many missing girls the world doesn’t know about? Why wasn’t this front-page news? Why weren’t people more outraged that this had been allowed to happen, largely with impunity? And the girls who’d managed to escape or were rescued—how were they coping with the aftermath of trauma? Were they back in school? Did they have access to therapists and counsellors? Who was supporting them?

I was fully aware that my own experience as a captive stoked my outrage, but as a journalist, I was astounded that there had been so little coverage of the conflict in Nigeria until the Chibok kidnappings. I was also aware that in any conflict, women and girls suffer the most; they bear the biggest burden. Violence against women is often downplayed in war, but rape is one of history’s oldest weapons. This is a space writers much more eloquent than I am have explored in depth, but as a survivor, I have a special interest in how people recover from the trauma of being taken. After my captors had released me in a deal with the Afghan government, I was fortunate enough to work with a wonderful therapist who helped me navigate my post-traumatic stress and made me understand that my sometimes debilitating rage and my many recurring nightmares were actually manifestations of that trauma. Years later, I still suffer the occasional setback—the nightmares return at certain times of the year—but I know what my triggers are, and I have come to appreciate my own strengths and shortcomings when dealing with stress and memories.

I know what a luxury it is to have the support I had—the best trauma therapists in Canada, the help of friends and family. But I also have an idea of the stigma that being a captive can carry. I returned to my work in the newsroom, but I found out quickly that my status had changed. I wasn’t shunned—on the contrary, people went out of their way to be kind and caring—but I was passed over for assignments that might involve risk. I realized I would not be going into conflict zones anymore. That was hard for me; I wanted to carry on doing the kind of journalism I felt was important—stories about women and girls affected by war. My frustration at being unable to return to Afghanistan and tell the stories I wanted to boiled over. I was told that many considered me “difficult,” and as I look back now, I know I was, because I did not want to be defined by what had happened to me. My unhappiness reached a point where I had to leave the job I loved to preserve my own sanity, but I harboured a resentment that simmered for years afterward. My mental health suffered in ways I still find hard to describe, and anger became my crutch.

So when I found out that the young women who had escaped Boko Haram’s grasp were now being shunned by their communities—and even their own families—I felt my rage rising again on their behalf. I needed to witness this myself; I needed to know how these girls were dealing with their trauma, their ostracism, their suffering in an inhospitable region beset by violence. I wanted to learn from their experiences. I was curious to see if trauma could transcend borders and language barriers when women come together to share their stories.

And so began a years-long journey to uncover some of Nigeria’s hidden secrets. Between 2016 and 2020, I made several trips to the country, some alone and some with a film crew in tow, to meet and get to know many extraordinary young women who found the fortitude to share their stories with me. This book would not exist without Kabir Anwar, the local journalist who became my guide and my connection to the girls. Through him and his friend Ibrahim, who was a cousin to one of the girls, named Gambo, I was introduced to Asma’u, another cousin, and their friend Zara.* They pulled back the curtain on their struggle to rebuild lives that had been torn apart by Boko Haram. And along the way, I met other incredible women trying to do their part to bring healing, justice, and hope to these girls and other former captives. When I could, I tried to connect them, even though that meant stepping over the traditional boundaries of journalism. My own experience told me I had to try.

I was completely honest with all the girls about what motivated me to tell their stories. As a journalist, it is often too easy to exploit other people’s trauma. So I opened up to them about my own. Sharing our experiences helped them see that they were not alone. They were amazed that someone like me—so different from them in every other way—could have been through an ordeal so similar to theirs. That was the starting point for this conversation, which continues to this day and will carry on past this book.

This is their story—their grief, their pain, their lives. I’ve tried my best to reconstruct the girls’ struggles from the hundreds of hours of interviews I conducted over more than four years. In 2021, I had planned yet another trip—to reconfirm their stories—but it had to be scrapped due to Covid, so Kabir painstakingly did that work for me. Some expressions in Hausa don’t necessarily translate into English with the same resonance, but I’ve done the best I can to relay events with the same emotion and meaning. And sometimes memories—theirs and mine—are hazy, especially when they involve trauma. Even in the few years I have known the girls, time has eroded some memories and sharpened others, so I have done the same in reconstructing their experiences, while staying as true as I can to each story as a whole. I may have conflated some details from the many retellings, but I’ve tried to the best of my ability to hew as closely as I can to their recollections. I was also very aware of not wanting to put the girls through the pain of reliving their trauma over and over again. These accounts have come out slowly and sporadically—some in interviews with me, and others in videotaped conversations among themselves or talks with other people, such as friends, family members, and some trauma counsellors I introduced them to. I have also tried to put myself into their shoes, gathering their thoughts and memories and translating them into what I hope is a narrative that takes the reader into their collective nightmare, their ongoing struggle to rewrite their story, and their search for the kind of peace that comes from defining themselves not as victims but as survivors.




Prologue

Mama Boko Haram

MAMA BOKO HARAM was in her office in Maiduguri, the capital of Borno State, on the phone. She spent a lot of time on the phone these days. The room was cramped; an oversized desk took up much of the space, but an air conditioner mounted above the window blew down cool air. Still, she fanned herself with an envelope as she cradled the receiver between her ear and her shoulder. Her mind was starting to drift from the conversation when her cellphone rang. She looked at the number on the display and blurted into the receiver, “I’ll call you back later.” With that, she hung up the landline and picked up her cell, launching into a negotiation with the person on the other end about where and when to meet. It seemed urgent.

“Tell Nneka we’re going there. Yes, I know the way. If I go to Jasko’s supply station . . . where’s the station? Yes! And then I turn left or right? Okay, we will be there.”

She motioned for the program manager of her foundation, a tall older man dressed in a light-coloured long robe and dark pants, the traditional outfit of the Yoruba. He smiled and bent over her desk, ready to take direction. He had been doing so for a while now.

She whispered a few words into his ear. He nodded and walked out of the room. The rendezvous was set. It was a little progress at a time when there hadn’t been much. She then picked up her office phone and dialled her daughter, Ummi, whom she’d cut off earlier when the cell call came in.

She hadn’t meant to hang up so abruptly, but there was a lot on her mind. She was in deep negotiations with a senior commander of Boko Haram to bring out some of the Chibok girls. No one—not even the government—knew how many girls were still in this man’s custody, but she had an opportunity to negotiate their freedom. She couldn’t let anyone know, however. Her greatest fear was that the security forces would arrest or even kill him if they discovered her plan. They had done that before. One time, she convinced about a dozen fighters to surrender, and as soon as they came out of the forest, government forces swooped in and killed them all. Mama was livid. It made her uneasy and unsure about proceeding with what already seemed like an impossible mission. But she knew she had to try. Many of her “sons” were tired of the fighting, tired of living rough in the forest. They were ready to come out and surrender. They just needed Mama to help them make the transition back to civilian life, to get them out from under the tight grip and outsized influence of a man they both respected and feared. Their leader, Abubakar Shekau.

How did an Igbo woman from the south come to be known as Mama to the Kanuri boys of the north? It’s a story that sometimes surprises Mama herself. And it’s one she never tires of telling, mainly because she wants people—particularly outsiders and foreigners—to understand that the feared terrorists they know as Boko Haram were once young boys wandering the streets of Maiduguri, lost and hungry.

Mama was raised a devout Christian, a Catholic who grew up studying the Bible in the Igbo south. But her path took an unexpected turn when she decided to go to university in Maiduguri in the late 1980s. It was there that she met Gana Alkali Wakil, a Muslim from the Kanuri tribe. She likes to think that there are no coincidences in life, and that she was destined to meet Gana because she was needed in this part of the country. There was never any question that she would convert to Islam. In Kanuri culture, the woman always has to follow the man. But Mama did not see her conversion as a gender issue. After all, it was her choice—she did not want to marry into a traditional Kanuri family and not respect the culture. So she happily donned the full hijab, covering her beautiful face, which had drawn much attention at university—not just from Gana but from other young students and even a few professors. She was a willing and true convert, trading in the Bible for the Qur’an, which she studied with a curious mind and an open heart. She looked at the world through the opening in her hijab, her eyes the only window into her mind, and she revealed very little through that small slit. Everything was held inside. Aisha Wakil became her Muslim name, the one she took after marriage. Her Christian name was discarded with her past and is known only to her and those who knew her in her previous life. It is as if the woman she was before she married and converted had never existed, and in her place stood a devout Muslim wife and mother—not just to her own children but eventually to a generation of boys who needed a mother figure to fill a gap in their lives.

Maiduguri in the early 1990s was a dust bowl of a city gradually transforming because of urban sprawl. One of the first things Mama noticed when she arrived was that the infrastructure was unable to keep up with the growth. And compared to cities in the richer south, it was far from a metropolis. She saw boys wandering the streets in packs, not quite threatening but somehow quietly aggressive in a way that made her wonder what was really happening in the seams of this rambling city.

Mama believed that poverty and the almajiri school system were to blame for the many social problems she saw. Under the almajiri system, young boys from poor families were placed in Islamic schools where the only subject taught was the Qur’an. Why, she wondered, was it good policy to teach boys religion without also teaching them theology, Arabic, other subjects and skills that they could use more practically? But poverty forces poor choices on parents who have neither resources nor energy to fight for better. The children were now defined by the only schooling they had—even the word “almajiri” came to mean street boys, urchins. To Mama, they might as well have been called the children society had failed.

After graduation, she and Gana married and she moved into his family’s compound. Both were trained as barristers. His career took off and he worked his way up, becoming a respected judge in Maiduguri. Mama also threw herself into work, mediating disputes in the community and establishing a reputation as a trustworthy source of advice.

Looking back, she realized that by opening her doors to the community, she—an outsider—was giving the young men she had seen wandering the streets a place of shelter and nourishment. She showed them that someone cared. She could provide what they were not getting from their parents, from their schools, from the government. At first, the boys who came to her were young—six, seven, eight years old. She would help with their circumcisions, holding their hands as they were being cut and then pouring hot water to clean the incision. They started calling her Mama because that’s how they saw her: a mother figure who fed them when they were hungry and comforted them when they were hurting. (She has been known as Mama for so long now that she sometimes forgets to answer to her given name, Aisha.) In time, even their parents started coming to her. On weekends, she would cook enough to feed the neighbourhood and send everyone home with food for the following day. She would buy clothes for the boys if she saw that they were running around with rips in their pants or holes in their shirts. Even when she had children of her own, she continued to concern herself with the welfare of the almajiri boys, whom she’d come to see as her sons. Saturdays were spent in her large garden, drinking tea and tending to her plants. She taught the boys to be great stewards of nature, and they would joke and laugh as they watered her flowers and trimmed her trees. She would cook them a big dinner and send them home, well fed and happy.

But as the boys got older, she noticed that some stopped coming around. One of her favourites, a boy she called Abdul, disappeared for several months, and when he finally returned, his demeanour had completely changed. Instead of checking on her plants after all this time away, he sat in a corner of her garden, his head buried in the Qur’an.

“Abdul, tell me what you are reading,” she asked.

But he didn’t respond. He looked up at her and then turned back to the verse he was meditating on.

She cajoled him, teasing and laughing, but his expression was blank. She suddenly realized she couldn’t reach him, this boy she had known for half his life. This boy who had once laughed and played and wrapped his arms around her after a weekend meal—“Thank you, Mama. I love you.” This boy she had fed and clothed and loved. He had been somewhere. Somewhere so far from her that she could not even imagine. Now he was silent and brooding. And an uneasiness took root in her heart.

She asked the others, “What is wrong with him?”

“Mama, he went away for training, but now he is back.”

“Training? What kind of training?”

Silence. But deep down, Mama knew. There was something happening with the boys, and she felt powerless to stop it. She felt unsettled by it.

Ultimately, Abdul came to her.

“Mama, I know you are asking where I went. I will tell you that I went for training.”

“Training for what?” Mama was trying to sound naive, but she braced herself for the answer.

“I was learning how to shoot, Mama!”

“Shoot? That’s wonderful. You know that antelope meat is delicious on a fire.”

“No, Mama, I was learning how to shoot humans.”

“What?”

“Shooting people, Mama.”

Mama laughed. She laughed so hard that she was starting to feel cramps in both her sides. Her whole body shook because she could not imagine that this lovely boy could ever kill an antelope, let alone a human. Looking back on that conversation years later, she knew that it was nervous laughter, and that she wanted Abdul to see the folly in his words. When she finally stopped laughing, she noticed he was looking down at her feet.

“Come on, Abdul. Be serious.”

“Mama, I’m serious. You are laughing at me, but I am not making a joke.”

“Tell me, who is teaching you this?” Mama gave one last attempt at a laugh.

“Muhammad,” he said, referring to one of the boys she knew. “But he won’t talk to you anymore. He is not one of your sons anymore.”

“He won’t talk to me?”

“Mama, he is buying guns for us.”

“Guns?”

“We bought guns. AK-47s. Do you know what those are? AK-47s?”

“AK-47? What is that?”

“It’s a gun. A big gun.” Abdul sounded impatient with her.

What was he doing, talking about guns and murder?

“Tell Muhammad to come to me. I want to talk to him, ask him what he’s teaching you.”

“We are all just at the mosque for an extension of our Qur’anic studies. Why are you so worried about it?”

“I don’t like this talk about killing. Who are you trying to kill?”

“Mama, you don’t understand.” And then he got up and walked away from her, taking his holy book and settling under a tree. He didn’t even look up when she brought his tea to him.

She was so troubled by that conversation that she went to her husband the next day.

“Bring me Muhammad Yusuf,” she said. “I want to talk to him.”

Even though Gana was a judge, he wasn’t sure he could make this young preacher come to her. It was clear that Yusuf didn’t do anything he didn’t want to do.

“Why?” he asked her. “For what? This guy has been creating all kinds of controversy in town. What point are you trying to make?”

“Just get him to come to me. He came here as a young boy, so why wouldn’t he come now? I want to talk to him.”

“He’s been denigrating the government, saying terrible things. The government is going to move against him.” Her husband had heard talk among government officials that the military had had just about enough of this rebel movement in the north.

“That’s why I want to talk to him.”

A few days later, Muhammad Yusuf stood in her doorway, his smile wide and his eyes dancing. He was a slight young man who radiated a boyish charm.

“Sannu, Mama.”

“Yusuf, what are you doing? You’re insulting the government and your elders. Why?”

“Mama, what they are doing is not good. They’re not doing the will of Allah. They have gotten power and now are greedy and stealing from poor people like us. They are just taking everything for themselves, and they do not care about us.”

“That is for Allah to decide, not us. We must follow his teachings. And they are in government because Allah has put them there, so if you insult them, you are disrespecting Allah.”

Yusuf looked her in the eye. He stared intently through the gleam of her glasses into that small opening in the black cloth that covered her face.

“Mama, I do not want to argue with you. I respect you too much. But know that there are bad actors in the government. They do not care about us.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“We’re going to go to war. We’ll wage war on inequality and our living conditions. Do you see how dirty our water is? What kind of government would allow us to drink poisons? Who is going to look after us if we do not stand up for ourselves? We are fighting for everyone!”

Mama studied his face closely. She didn’t quite know what she was looking for, but she could not detect any real malice. It seemed to her he had convictions—rooted in the Qur’an, perhaps—but was looking for justice in his own way.

“Killing is not going to solve anything, Yusuf. Let me talk to the government.”

“Mama, this is not for you to worry about. I’m going now.”

“Let me try.”

He looked directly into her eyes and gave a slight nod. And then he was gone.

The next day, Mama got on the phone and tried to raise politicians representing Maiduguri to warn them of the insurrection she feared was inevitable. She was hopeful that these politicians might reach out and listen to the concerns of young men in the north and at least meet them where they stood. But it was Ramadan, and that was enough of an excuse for them to put her off.

After a few days, Yusuf appeared at her door again.

“Did you talk to them, Mama?”

“It’s Ramadan. Give me a few more days. They are all busy. Give me a bit more time. I can help you fix this. If I don’t hear back, I will go to their houses myself. I know where they live. Please just let me try.”

Yusuf looked down. “Mama, you’re not a politician. Of course they are not taking your calls. We will do this our way. I am alone in this. We are alone in this.”

Mama was feeling desperate. “Please, my son, just let me try again.”

“It’s hopeless. I am alone in this.”

Mama called again and again. Ramadan was over now, and it was clear to her that even the politicians she had known in Lagos were not going to take her calls or listen to what she had to say. Yusuf knew this already. He and his followers were getting bolder as they planned their revolution. They walked the streets of Maiduguri brandishing bows and arrows and guns, like a gang that threatened by its very presence. Mama did not like what she was seeing, but she could not raise anyone in power to get them to pay attention.

In a way, she was already too late. Yusuf had started preaching several years earlier at a mosque he’d set up near the railway tracks in a less developed, more deserted part of the city known as the Railway Quarters. This is where her boys were spending more and more of their time. It would eventually become known as the birthplace of Boko Haram.

Yusuf was preaching against everything but sharia. He was angry at everyone. He felt that the government was adopting Western forms of education and culture, which was haram, or forbidden, in sharia law. America, he preached, embodied an existential threat to Islam and the Muslim way of life. He used the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan to underscore this point. On several occasions, Mama went to the mosque, called Ibn Taymiyyah, to listen in, to try to understand where Yusuf was coming from. She heard a passionate speaker, a dynamic preacher, and a charismatic leader who was stirring devotion in his followers. Some nodded in agreement as he spoke, while others shouted their approval. Yusuf had them all in his thrall. Where Mama had tempered the disaffections of her sons with love and food and warmth and conversation, Yusuf had ignited them with rhetoric and religion and community and purpose. There was nothing more she could have done to prevent that; she was losing her boys to another boy she had always considered a son. She turned this over and over in her head, losing sleep, questioning herself, wondering how she had failed to see his growing influence among the boys. But she could not have known what was in Yusuf’s mind, what had settled into his soul.

One of Yusuf’s wives (he had four, or so Mama was told) was the daughter of Baba Fugu, a man Mama considered to be her spiritual father. He was her guide when she’d converted to Islam, and he had read through the Qur’an with her when she was learning the holy book as part of her initiation into the religion. She’d looked to him to answer the questions any Christian might have about Islam. He was generous with his knowledge and wisdom, and through prayer and reconciliation, her Muslim faith had deepened. Baba always made time for her. Even as she opened her gates to the boys, he was a constant touchstone, always there as a guide if she needed, asking the right questions to make her come to an understanding on her own. Some weekends, she would bring her meals to Baba’s compound, not far from the railway station, and watch as Yusuf and his followers piled their plates high with rice and stew.

A few years after Yusuf started his mosque, he married Baba’s daughter, Amina, and Mama saw this as perhaps another way to get closer to him, to try to understand what he was preaching and how he was influencing her boys. But Yusuf was already beyond her grasp. He had amassed a following that even he did not think possible. The majority were poor almajiri who had grown up around the railroad tracks, uneducated and unemployable, but others had money and influence. One day, Yusuf showed up at Mama’s gates in a fancy new car.

“Where did you get that?” She almost didn’t want to hear the answer.

“From someone who likes what I’m saying, Mama. I forget his name. He’s a big man, a big man from Abuja.”

“A big gift from a big man.”

Mama knew that Yusuf’s growing following was gaining attention in government. How could it not? She watched the crowds grow larger by the week, and she took notice of the fancy cars with tinted windows crowding into the railway area. Who they were ferrying she couldn’t tell, but she knew he was attracting some powerful patrons. The powers that be couldn’t ignore him much longer, but for now, they didn’t seem to want to engage.

Mama decided to speak with Baba, now Yusuf’s father-in-law, and seek counsel, as she always did when she felt there was something beyond her grasp. But by then, even he believed it was too late. He had been watching Yusuf very carefully and had noticed subtle changes Mama didn’t see. He told her he had already written a letter to the secretary of the government. But he wasn’t optimistic at all. “They have made up their minds already,” he whispered quietly to her. “I have told them everything that I know. They are just waiting for his next move. I told them to be careful of what they don’t know.”

“You said all this?” Mama’s eyes widened.

“I did. They said they know who he is. But they believe they can handle it.”

Mama went home and did not sleep that night. She did not eat. She turned this over and over in her mind, trying to understand. The government knew that Yusuf was planning for jihad and was doing nothing to try to stop him. Deep in her heart, she knew she had no power to intervene.

Meanwhile, his acolytes continued to grow in numbers, and those numbers in turn emboldened his rhetoric. He started preaching with more anger, sowing more fear that the evil West was turning Nigeria into an infidel state. This was more than a violent Salafism; it was a slow crescendo to a siren call for jihad. Yusuf’s sermons started becoming more fiery, more passionate, and he was regularly repeating the same phrases from the Qur’an, albeit with his own interpretation: “You should never lay down your weapons. Allah says, ‘O believers, be on your guard; so, march in detachments or march all together.’ (Q4:71) You should hold your weapons firmly and go out in small groups or as a whole. We should never lay down our weapons. I hope it is understood.”3

Mama grew even more frustrated when the actions of Western societies added fuel to Yusuf’s cause. Abu Ghraib, Guantanamo Bay, the Danish newspaper that printed a caricature of the Prophet Muhammad—every example of oppression or maltreatment of Muslims gave Yusuf the oxygen he needed to keep the fires of Western annihilation burning.

“Look at what they are doing to Muslims in Guantanamo,” he said. “Look at the Abu Ghraib prison inside Iraq. The prison was built with the money of the Iraqi people in their own land and property, yet they are the same people that are being incarcerated in the prison. They would put people as prisoners, and a dog to assault the prisoners, while they were completely naked. They would also force a dog to sleep with the female prisoners. That is exactly what they do to people.”4

The Ibn Taymiyyah mosque became the centre of life in Maiduguri. Mama lived close enough to it to see its transformation from a gathering spot for Yusuf and his friends to a sacred space that his followers believed was ordained by Allah himself. People would drag chairs out front to listen to his sermons when there was no more capacity inside. Sometimes, Yusuf would address his followers from the entrance, using a microphone to project his voice even farther. The more extreme his rhetoric, the more concerned Mama became—and the more determined she was to talk sense into him and her other sons. She continued to reach out, cooking big meals even as the numbers at her gates started to dwindle. But she realized that she could no longer compete with what Yusuf was offering. He gave the boys money to start businesses and buy homes or cars or whatever they wanted. He found wives for them and slaughtered cows and goats every day, simply to create an atmosphere of celebration for his cause.

It seemed to Mama that this was all coming to a head; she just didn’t know how it would end. Yusuf was promoting jihad as the only logical solution, the only way to confront the West and assert sharia in Nigeria and beyond.

Looking back on this time years later, Mama could see clearly the path to the inevitable, the confluence of factors that transformed Yusuf’s movement into one of the most dangerous terrorist groups in the world. To his followers, Yusuf’s rhetoric came from Allah himself, and it was for Allah that they would wage this holy war. Anyone who did not share Boko Haram’s world view was considered an infidel. Even Muslims were not exempt—especially those who had adopted a more secular way of life. As far as Yusuf was concerned, they had renounced their religion. This fervent way of thinking helped set him and his followers on a collision course with the rest of Nigerian society, and particularly with law enforcement.

Mama also understood that the government had no good options. In the early and mid-2000s, the Nigerian economy was contracting, and many cities in both the south and the north were struggling to combat a plague of petty crimes. The almajiri, now young men, were wandering the streets in groups—some might say gangs—without jobs or prospects for the future. Why wouldn’t they steal a car or break into a home or ransack a shop? It was easy, and it made the almajiri one of the most feared groups in the country. Occasionally, their encounters with authorities escalated into violence. The police—deputized and empowered by the federal government to crack down on petty local crimes—began making mass arrests as part of a task force they called Operation Flush.

Mama felt a foreboding. She knew that the government was losing patience with Yusuf and his followers, and that Operation Flush would give them cover to finally put down his movement. She reached out to Yusuf again, but he was long gone from her by now. She wanted to tell him to dial down his rhetoric, to talk to the government, to avert the confrontation she feared was now inevitable.

But Yusuf welcomed it all, and even took pride in open defiance. “Let them come and take me!”—that was his attitude, and it was an attitude that inspired his followers to seek martyrdom, partly out of loyalty to their leader but mostly out of a true belief in their cause. They saw martyrdom as the path to immortality and all the treasures that awaited them in the next life.

Emboldened by their zealous belief in the one true Islam, Boko Haram members began confronting government authorities with increasing violence. Small scuffles grew quickly into fierce street fights. After his followers attacked a police station, Yusuf was arrested, but the charges against him didn’t stick. Authorities tried to weaken him by deporting one of his deputies to Niger and taking others into custody, but Yusuf told his followers this was all simply harassment.

Mama’s attempts to create a bridge between Boko Haram and the government became ever more futile. She believed the police were determined to teach the group a lesson and put Yusuf in his place, to prove to the rest of the country that they had the situation under control. But she also feared Yusuf’s response and wondered what he might encourage his followers to do.

It wasn’t long before she found out.
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