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MIKE SMITH is a foreign correspondent for AFP news agency. He was AFP bureau chief for part of West Africa from 2010 to 2013 and has extensively covered the Boko Haram insurgency.








‘There is certainly an urgent need for a comprehensive yet accessible account of Boko Haram about which much is written but yet little understood. The author is eminently well qualified, especially from his connection with AFP, who have been at the forefront of reportage on the situation of northern Nigeria, to tackle this subject. The book should find a ready readership among the policy and diplomatic community as well as academics and interested lay readers.’

– Richard Reid, Professor of the History of Africa, SOAS, University of London




‘I enjoyed [this book] very much – it’s a good read. It’s [...] the best account I have read and offers a real sense of place – and crisis. Mike Smith’s book will be widely read and cited.’

– Murray Last, Emeritus Professor of Anthropology, University College London
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When my companions passed, and my aims went awry

I was left behind among the remainder, the liars

Who say that which they do not do, and follow their own desires.

Abdullah Ibn Muhammad, brother of Usman Dan Fodio, from the Tazyin Al-Waraqat




It is never easy to keep secrets in Nigeria; it is just that secrets, when divulged, are tied up in many distractions.

Wole Soyinka, from You Must Set Forth at Dawn
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A Note on Sources and the ‘Boko Haram’ Label

Much of the information in this book is the result of my more than three years in Nigeria between 2010 and 2013, when I was based in Lagos as bureau chief for part of West Africa for Agence France-Presse news agency. I have cited instances where I have relied on reporting from colleagues or on the work of academics. My reporting on the insurgency has included four trips to Maiduguri and a number of other visits to various parts of northern Nigeria, including Kano, Sokoto, Kaduna and Zaria.

I have decided to use the term ‘Boko Haram’ throughout the text rather than the full name of the group (Jama’atu Ahlus Sunnah Lid Da’awati Wal Jihad, or People Committed to the Prophet’s Teachings for Propagation and Jihad). I have done this because the world knows the group as Boko Haram, and Nigerians, including the security forces, continue to refer to it as such. In addition, as a result of the shadowy nature of the insurgency, several different groups or cells may in fact be operating beyond Abubakar Shekau’s faction. Boko Haram serves as a catch-all phrase encompassing the entire insurgency.

The description of what happened on the day of the UN attack in Chapter 1 is mainly based on my phone interviews with UN staffers Geoffrey Njoku and Soji Adeniyi as well as a personal account written by Vinod Alkari that was distributed to his colleagues internally. He agreed to allow me to quote from it, and I have in some cases corrected minor typos or grammatical errors that would otherwise distract the reader. I also spoke in detail with Alkari by phone. A separate, anonymous source who has seen the video surveillance footage of the attack described to me details from it, and I have also visited the site to see the layout.

I have included a select bibliography, but it is worth pointing out several books that were especially helpful. For my research for Chapter 1, the late Mervyn Hiskett’s books on Islam in West Africa and the life of Usman Dan Fodio were invaluable. Murray Last’s history of the Sokoto Caliphate also provided me with great insight on the period, and Toyin Falola and Matthew Heaton’s A History of Nigeria served as a useful overview along with Michael Crowder’s The Story of Nigeria. For the section on the British conquest of northern Nigeria, I relied heavily on Frederick Lugard’s papers, archived at the Bodleian Library of Commonwealth and African Studies at Oxford, as well as his annual reports.

I have drawn from a wide range of sources to piece together Mohammed Yusuf’s rise, as specified in the endnotes, but I am particularly grateful to an academic who has carried out an extensive analysis of the Boko Haram leader’s recorded sermons and speeches. The academic, to whom I spoke by phone, has asked to remain anonymous out of fears for his own safety, and I agreed to abide by his wishes.

For translations of Boko Haram videos and statements from Hausa to English, I often relied on Aminu Abubakar, AFP’s correspondent in northern Nigeria who in most cases was the first journalist for an international news agency to obtain them. Aminu translated many of the videos on deadline as we worked together to prepare stories on them for our news agency and I have stuck for the most part with those original translations. Professor Abubakar Aliyu Liman of Ahmadu Bello University in Nigeria worked on two translations at my request and specifically for this book: Yusuf’s interrogation before his death and his ‘tafsir’ quoted in Chapter 2.

The vital work by Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and Nigeria’s National Human Rights Commission led by civil society activist Chidi Odinkalu, among others, documenting alleged abuses committed by the security forces has also served as an important source, as reflected in the endnotes.

As specified in the epilogue and prologue, I interviewed Wellington Asiayei in person both in the hospital in Kano after the 2012 attacks there as well as in Warri in 2013. I also spoke by phone with Wellington in addition to speaking with his wife, his brother, his son and his doctors in Kano, India and Warri.

I repeatedly requested interviews with Nigerian government and military officials to allow them to respond to allegations and criticisms. Requests made specifically in connection with this book were not granted; however, I did carry out interviews with officials as part of my work for AFP in Nigeria. I have included details from those interviews, such as the military’s denials of abuses, and relied on public statements from officials when necessary.




A timeline of key events in northern Nigerian history and the Boko Haram insurgency


	
- c.1085

Kanem-Bornu Empire becomes officially Muslim under Mai Hummay.



	
- c.1349

Kano becomes first state in Hausaland to have a Muslim king.



	
- 1804

Usman Dan Fodio and followers of his Muslim reformist movement migrate to Gudu, marking the start of a jihad in Hausaland that would lead to the creation of the Sokoto Caliphate across much of what is today northern Nigeria and beyond.



	
- 1903

A military assault on Kano begins the final conquest of northern Nigeria and the Sokoto Caliphate for the British.



	
- 1914

Northern and southern Nigeria are amalgamated by the British into a single entity, creating the outlines of the nation that exists today.



	
- 1956

Nigeria strikes oil in commercial quantities in the Niger Delta in the south.



	
- 1960

Nigeria gains independence from Britain.



	
- 1967

Civil war begins after the south-east declares itself an independent Republic of Biafra.



	
- 1970

Civil war ends with the defeat of the Biafrans. Nigeria remains one nation, but deep divisions persist.



	
- 1980

Deadly riots break out in Kano involving members of a radical Islamist movement known as Maitatsine.



	
- 1999

Northern politicians push to institute sharia law for criminal cases. Some 12 northern states later adopt some form of sharia criminal law, though it is selectively enforced.



	
- 2003

The beginnings of Boko Haram begin to take shape when followers of radical cleric Mohammed Yusuf retreat to a remote area of Yobe state and clash with authorities.



	
- 2009

Boko Haram under Mohammed Yusuf launches an uprising in north-eastern Nigeria after a clash with authorities in Maiduguri. Around 800 people are killed in five days of violence. Yusuf is shot dead by police after being captured.



	
- 2010

Boko Haram re-emerges after more than a year in hiding with a series of assassinations and a prison raid under the leadership of YusufGs deputy, Abubakar Shekau.



	
- 2011

Boko Haram claims responsibility for a suicide car bomb attack on United Nations headquarters in Abuja that killed 23 people.



	
- 2012

A series of coordinated assaults and bomb attacks leave at least 185 people dead in Kano, NigeriaGs second-largest city. Shekau claims responsibility.



	
- 2013

Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan declares an emergency in three north-eastern states after Boko Haram seizes territory in remote areas of the region.



	
- 2014

Boko Haram attackers raid the north-eastern town of Chibok and kidnap 276 girls from their dormitory, sparking global outrage.
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