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FACTSHEET





NIGERIA IS TRULY THE GIANT OF AFRICA. WITH A POPULATION OF OVER 50 million (1971) it is twice the size of Egypt, three times the size of South Africa and twelve times the size of Zambia. In area it is roughly equivalent to France, Italy, Belgium and Holland rolled together. From Lagos in the south-west to Maiduguri in the north-east is the distance between London and Warsaw. The country has over two hundred tribes and languages. There are three major tribal groups: the Yorubas in the West, the Ibos in the East and the Hausa-Fulani in the North; the minority tribes together, however, are more or less equal in number to the ‘Big Three’ combined. The most important minorities are the Edo, Urhobo, Itsekiri and Ijaw in the Mid-West; the Ijaw (again), Efik, and Ibibio in the East and the ‘Middle Belt’ tribes—the Tiv, Idoma, Igala, Bachama, Birom—in the North; the latter are largely Christian or animist in contrast to the Muslim Hausa-Fulani and Kanuri of the ‘far’ North (also sometimes referred to as the ‘true’ or ‘holy’ North). Christianity has its strongest hold on the southern half of the country, notably in the East. There are no accurate census figures of Nigeria’s population; I have therefore used the estimates calculated by Walter Schwarz in his book Nigeria (Pall Mall Press, London, 1968) for the year 1967, after the massive shift in refugees had taken place. The only difference is that I have allowed for a total of 1.5 million refugees returning to the East (1 million from the North, 0.4 million from the West and 0.1 million from Lagos) instead of his conservative estimate of 0.8 million. At the outbreak of war in 1967, therefore, the population of the four former Regions and Federal capital was as follows:
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These, I stress, are only approximate figures and throughout the book, for simplicity, I have used the rounded-up figure of 50 million. Nigeria is rich in agricultural and mineral resources producing cocoa, cotton, timber, groundnuts, palm oil, rubber, tin, and is now among the world’s top ten oil-producing countries. The official language of government is English and many Nigerians, confusingly, have English-sounding surnames like Johnson, Graham-Douglas and Dickson. A kind of English (‘pidgin’) is also the lingua franca: a Yoruba man from the West whose car breaks down in Efik country in the East might well exclaim, with a reasonable hope of being understood, ‘Left front foot no ’gree breeze-o!’ (which freely translated means, ‘Help, my left front tyre is punctured’). For those who wish to get closer to the feel and personality of Nigeria, the smallest and most humorous book on the subject is still, I think, the best: Peter Enahoro’s How to be a Nigerian.



















INTRODUCTION





THIS ACCOUNT OF THE NIGERIAN CIVIL WAR IS NEITHER INTENDED TO BE pure history nor pure journalism; it falls between the two and is thus susceptible to the strengths and weaknesses of all hybrids. I would rather call it the story of the Nigerian war—it has a beginning, a middle and an end—and leave it at that. In this story I flitted in and out as a working journalist: an observer, an outsider, a white man. However, like many in a similarly peripheral position, I was drawn deeper and deeper into the human and political complexities, tragedies and heroics presented by a nation at war with itself. Most civil wars generate more heat than light at the time they are being fought and, indeed, for long after the guns are silent. It is certainly too soon to know the whole truth about the Nigerian war; it may be too late to recapture its passions and its special atmosphere. Nevertheless this book is an attempt to put the record as straight as possible: to cut through the choking fog of myth and propaganda that obscured the conflict, and to clarify the causes and course of the war while highlighting its rights and wrongs.


These are the major aims of the book. But there is another, perhaps more ambitious reason for writing it. The human feelings and energies released by great upsurges in history astonish and reverberate at their moment of impact but quickly vanish or become distorted under the dust of time. Biafra has gone, wiped off the face of the earth; to many it already seems that it never existed. I have tried to write for the ‘time-traveller’ as much as for the historian: to catch and hold the reality of Biafra; to describe what it meant to Biafrans and Nigerians to fight for survival in their distant tropical land during the years 1966 to 1970; to tell it how it was when an African colossus fell to its knees. This aim may help to explain the rather unusual form of the book in which narrative, analysis and personal reminiscence play leap-frog with each other throughout its length.


My own view of the war, which was far from fully formed when Biafra was overrun and I began seriously researching the book, will become clear enough as the story unrolls. Having visited Biafra three times, I never ceased to be bowled over by the spirit and sheer guts of the Ibos as a people. But after a time I came round to the view that perhaps it was not enough simply to admire their courage and indulge their emotional antagonisms towards their enemies. One had to face the crucial questions: was it security or sovereignty that was really vital to the Ibos’ survival, and was a fanatical pursuit of Biafran sovereignty a justifiable policy when the human cost—principally in Ibo lives—was mounting astronomically and showed no signs of diminishing? In the end, I felt that the Biafran leadership had gone too far and was failing in the moral responsibility, inherent in all leadership, to guide its people away from the course of heroic but suicidal sacrifice on which Biafra was set. That the Ibos were in the main prepared to go through with the sacrifice placed an even greater burden of responsibility on the Biafran government.


I have tried to be objective and unbiased, giving each side a fair crack of the whip. Hindsight, however, both helps and hinders: it demolishes some of the more outrageous myths but sometimes, with its cool and persuasive rationality, leads the writer into forgetting or devaluing the power of important emotional and psychological factors which make nonsense of rational considerations during times of crisis. I have therefore drawn heavily on as many independent eyewitness accounts as possible.


Occasionally, I have compared certain aspects of the war, particularly the military side, with the experience of medieval Europe. This is meant neither to be patronising nor a cheap trick in the quest of ‘colour’. Such imagery is, I believe, accurate enough in its proper place but it would be very wrong to assume that the Nigerian war was a primitive medieval joust. Modern weapons, modern communications and modern international power politics made this irrefutably a mid-twentieth-century conflict. And it was no more brutal, mindless or less meaningful than most other modern wars. Indeed, in some respects, despite the terrible loss of life through starvation, it was fought and concluded on more humane lines than several recent European conflicts of which the Spanish civil war, with its 100,000 cold-blooded political killings, is the most shocking example.


I owe many debts to many people for help in preparing this book and would like to thank the following: Tony Kirk-Greene for allowing me to have an advance copy of his massive and invaluable documentary sourcebook, Crisis and Conflict in Nigeria (O.U.P., 1971) as well as for all his other kindnesses; Martin Dent and Robin Luckham for allowing me the same freedom with their own shortly-to-be-published works on the Nigerian army and politics; Professor Ulf Himmelstrand for permitting me to read the English translation of his book on Nigeria; Zdenek Cervenka, for lending me his manuscript on the Nigerian war and use of his extensive bibliography; also Michael Crowder, Billy Dudley, Anthony Mockler, James Hudson, Irene Kluzek, Kennedy Lindsay, Robert Armstrong, Christopher Wrigley and John Stremlau.


I would like to thank several colleagues on the Observer who have helped me more than they probably realise: Robert Stephens, Patrick Seale, John Silverlight and John Gale. To Andrew Wilson, Anthony Sampson, Colin Legum and Richard Hall, who pointed me in the right direction when the going was rough and read much of the manuscript, I am particularly indebted. I would also like to express my appreciation to the Observer for sending me to Nigeria in the first place and for allowing me to draw on material which originally appeared in its columns.


My thanks are due to: the staff of West Africa, notably David Williams, Kaye Whiteman and Danny Nelson; to Bridget Bloom of the Financial Times, Michael Wolfers of The Times, Walter Schwarz of the Guardian, David Paskov, John Hatch, Tony Hughes, Mick Delap, John Smith, Henrik Beer, Peter Lumb, Jan Orner, William Bernhardt, Count Carl Gustav von Rosen and his family, Harry Spengler, Tony Thomas, David Tomlinson, John Mackintosh, M.P., Hugh Fraser, M.P., and David Steel, M.P.


A writer constantly on the move, I have been fortunate in friends who neither objected to the clatter of the typewriter nor minded half a ton of paper arriving on their doorsteps from time to time. Gilly and Harry Leventis, Peter le Marchant, Antony Martin, Jenny Pell, Brian Shakespeare, George McDowell and my mother all suffered in this respect and also gave me much helpful advice. I am very grateful to them all.


I owe a special debt of gratitude to Romano Cagnoni, the only photographer who seized the unique opportunity to document, fully and movingly, the totality of Biafra at war; almost half the photographs in this book are his. My thanks are also due to Don McCullin for use of three of his dramatic pictures. I am very grateful to the Daily Mail for their kind permission to reproduce a copy of Emmwood’s cartoon on the international involvement in the war and to the Nigerian Federal Ministry of information for permission to print a number of photographs of leading Nigerians.


Finally, my sincere gratitude to Robin Denniston and Jane Osborn of Hodder and Stoughton; the former started the train with enthusiasm and élan while the latter kept it on the rails and steadied it around the curves with skill and tact. And to Gritta Weil, who typed the manuscript, provided the ‘sea-anchor’ to the whole operation and offered many constructive criticisms, I would like to express my deepest appreciation and thanks.


I mention few Nigerians or Biafrans above; this is deliberate since most of those who have helped me would prefer to remain anonymous, but I would like to say how grateful I am to all those on both sides of the Niger, as well as to a number of officials from governments closely involved in the war, who gave up their valuable time to talk to me and increase the sum of my knowledge and understanding. One Nigerian, who was once a Biafran, I will name partly because he has never had qualms about publicity but mainly because he has had the greatest influence on my overall approach to the civil war. He is Raph Uwechue whom President Léopold Senghor of Senegal recently described as a man of ‘sense and courage’. I would add integrity to that and suggest that if there had been more men like him in Nigeria there would have been no need for this book to have been written for there would have been no war to write about.


JOHN DE ST. JORRE


Paris, April 1971.



















PROLOGUE





 







 





Lisbon, July 1968. WAITING FOR THE NIGHT-RUN TO BIAFRA. FOR FOUR nights we sleep fitfully on unrelenting airport benches. At dawn, drained and dispirited, we check into hotels, abandoning them and their suspicious managements at dusk for another night-long vigil. The normal realities seem to be reversed: the city is the place of transit, the airport becomes home. Biafra? Whether you call it ‘Beeafra’ or ‘Byafra’, it, too, is fading into fantasy.


‘When you get to Lisbon,’ the flat, P.R. voice on the Geneva-London line had said, ‘contact Sam. He’ll be wearing a light grey suit. The jacket’s a little on the long side. You can’t miss him—there aren’t many Spades dressed like that hanging around Lisbon airport at three o’clock in the morning.’ It sounded simple enough. But we missed Sam—and the plane to Biafra. In three-star hotels I find myself self-consciously re-arranging my bag to minimise the disconcerting jingle of tins of corned beef, bottles of vitamin pills, cans of soup and salt and the rest of the Biafra survival kit.


Hank Wharton, the soft-spoken American mercenary pilot, has the franchise for the Biafra run and on him depend the precious supplies of arms. A diffident, morose figure, far removed from the popular image of a dashing operator of clandestine airlines, he makes his apologies. The aircraft is being repaired; the navigator can’t be found and when he is, he’s paralytically drunk (‘you would be, buddy, if you had his problems’); the Biafrans haven’t paid the crew—or they have, but the pilots don’t like the cheque, it has to be dollars on the nail (twenty-five thousand of them for the round-trip) or nothing; and, when all else fails: ‘the British’ are trying to sabotage the run.




‘Jesus, did you see that old shaky guy with the pebble glasses?’


The waiting is getting on everyone’s nerves.


‘Yeah, so what?’


‘So everything; that’s our pilot for Biafra.’





Then, suddenly, we’re off. There is a discreet understanding of how things should be done. ‘Don’t bother to fill in “destination”,’ the Portuguese officials say as we complete our departure forms. Even the luggage is shot straight on to the conveyor belt, unlabelled, and the porters grin lopsidedly mouthing ‘Biafra’ with pleasure. It’s three-fifteen a.m. We drive out along the tarmac in the balmy summer air as the tourists pour in from every corner of Europe. Only that oily strip of tar connects them and us; their holiday thoughts and that bitter war down there in Africa; their secure, ordered lives and our confusion of fluttering bellies, anxieties over the technical trivia of our trade—deadlines, telexes, news editors, ‘the opposition’—and that irrepressible, glorious surge of animal excitement.


In a lonely darkened corner of the airfield, two blacked-out Super-Constellations loom high off the ground, infinitely patient and elderly, like a pair of graceful swans, dignified but past their prime. Twenty years ago they were the ‘Queens of the Atlantic’. We scramble aboard.


The seats in the main cabin are gone. In their place, where the economy passengers used to sit and suck the proud airline’s boiled sweets, boxes of ammunition are lashed to the floor in neat rows. There is a smell of wood—fresh, clean and rather homely. Ten tons deadweight, somebody reckons.


‘If the wings don’t fall off during take-off, we should be all right,’ the young German co-pilot announces in his smart American accent.


The crew, apart from the American pilot and the humorous German, consists of an American engineer (he turns out to be the ageing gentleman with the pebble glasses) and a ‘security guard’—another American, with a face like a bacon-slicer. This last is tough, mean and not at all polite. He wears a sweat shirt which shows a thatch of grizzled hair and some fading tattoos. He is alleged to have acted with remarkable presence of mind and hacked loose the jammed undercarriage of one of the ‘Connies’ with an axe as it came into land in Portuguese Guinea a few weeks ago. But he is really on board to forestall any attempts by the Nigerians (or the British) to hijack the aircraft.


The captain, a man who likes big cigars, is more friendly. He addresses us frequently as ‘gennelmen’ and pilots the plane with a brilliant and casual skill. Among the passengers are a number of Biafran emissaries—bright, intense young men with trendy, flat, black leather and chrome briefcases. These are the men who have done so much to keep Biafra’s links with the outside world open. Also on board is the Biafran bishop of Port Harcourt whose episcopal see fell to the Nigerians a few months ago. He is a jovial and avuncular figure who joins us all in a beer at breakfast in Portuguese Guinea, our first staging post on the long journey down to Biafra. His presence somehow makes the trip more reassuring.


All day long we lumber round the West Coast of Africa, well clear of anyone’s air space. The plane is grossly overloaded—it took us the length of Lisbon airport to peel ourselves off the tarmac—and the pilot says he is going to dump some of the arms in São Tomé.


We come down heavily in this Portuguese island in the late afternoon. We are in the Bight of Biafra (old hands on the Coast call it the ‘armpit of Africa’), two hundred miles or so from our final destination. There is a grey haze over the airport, the air is hot, dense with moisture and smells a bit like an old wet blanket drying slowly in the sun. For centuries São Tomé has been a ‘closed’ island, the site of a large penal colony, but now the Portuguese have allowed the Biafran arms and relief traffic to use the military airport. This was before the great relief operation got under way but already there are a few chartered planes standing by. Another ‘Connie’, without markings like the rest of Wharton’s aircraft, and painted a dark shade of silver is also on the strip. The pilots call it, affectionately, the ‘old Grey Ghost’.


A few Irish missionaries from Biafra, dressed in dirty white soutanes, are busy with relief cargoes. They, like the Biafran officials, are on good terms with the Portuguese. We, however, are kept firmly corralled in the scruffy airport ‘lounge’ as a ton and a half of our deadly freight is unloaded. The tropical night snuffs out the grey twilight with a kind of deliberate casualness and arc lights flood the loading bays. The bustle on the tarmac contrasts strangely with the sleepy African tempo of life around the airport. The scene, with its white priests, tough mercenary pilots, sweating porters and night sound-effects looks like a studio mock-up for a ‘B’ thriller and nourishes that burgeoning seed of fantasy.


The last leg is flown at night and to avoid the Nigerian fighters and the flak a long devious route is followed doubling the normal flight time. An hour or so before landing, the cabin and navigation lights snap off without warning. There is no radar, no identification or landing equipment of any kind, only a primitive radio, and for what seems an eternity the flight continues in total darkness. Then a neat pattern of microscopic lights appears momentarily below. Uli. A three-letter word, a famous airport, a symbol of hope. More pedantically, a fine stretch of metalled road running straight as an arrow through the African bush.


We are very high, again a security precaution. The pilot spirals down and down. The sensation is peculiar, almost soothing, like sliding down a gently graded children’s shoot for ever. Now we are overhead and can see the lights and palm trees, though only intermittently through the gusts of rain and blotches of heavy tropical cloud. ‘Put your heads down and hold your knees,’ barks the guard. My hands are slippery with sweat and thoughts of a children’s playground were in another life. The pilot circles, overshoots and then comes down with an awe-inspiring finality through the low-lying cloud and flying spume on to the road that is a runway. The plane lurches, lifts a little, then runs sweetly in. (Jesus Christ.)


‘Christ,’ a veteran correspondent beside me, his voice muffled in his knees, says it. ‘I’m too old.’


And the young Biafran, across the aisle, on his seventh round-trip?


‘Fine,’ he says without emotion, ‘I’m home.’
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FOR THOSE WHO STILL CHERISHED NIGERIA’S IMAGE AS THE STABLE AND democratic star of independent black Africa, the weekend of Friday, 14th January, 1966, began a little more hopefully than most. Under the dignified leadership of Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, Federal prime minister since independence in 1960, Nigeria had been an excellent host only two days before to the first ever Commonwealth Conference to be held outside London. The great issue of the day was Rhodesia, which two months earlier had illegally declared itself independent from Britain. Mr. Wilson, the British prime minister, vulnerable at home with his razor’s edge parliamentary majority of four, was being assailed from all sides by an outraged black Africa for his refusal to use force against the Rhodesian rebels. Nigeria, through initiating and staging the conference, had consolidated its already considerable reputation for moderation and statesmanship in foreign affairs. Delegates to the meeting recalled how the Federation in the past had sent soldiers and policemen to the United Nations’ operation in the Congo; how Lagos had been the only acceptable site for an attempt to reconcile the rival pan-African blocks of Monrovia and Casablanca in the early sixties; and how Federal civil servants, lawyers and the Nigerian army had helped the three Commonwealth East African countries more recently. ‘Salute to Nigeria’, trumpeted an editorial headline in the London Times a few days before the conference began. It was generally felt to be a well-merited accolade.


Admittedly, those same delegates driving through the steamy heat and squalor from the old colonial airport at Ikeja into the heart of the city of Lagos had noticed the massive security measures laid on for their protection. They had heard of the rigged elections in the Western Region and the violence—anarchy, said some—which was paralysing normal life in the area and now spilling over into the suburbs of Lagos itself. And those with their ears closer to the ground knew of rumours of coups and counter-coups; of military take-overs and pre-emptive government strikes.


The conference ended, the delegates flew away—Mr. Wilson for talks with President Kaunda of Zambia in Lusaka—and Nigeria turned inward on itself again. In the Federal parliament the crisis in the Western Region rose like a phoenix, hot and angry from its ashes. ‘This country is on fire … we are sitting on a tinder-box,’ warned one opposition member. From Kaduna, capital of the Northern Region, the pro-government newspaper turned the coin over: ‘Only 153 People Killed in the West’, ran one laconic, chilling headline.1 This, in fact, was the official figure for the violent political deaths which followed the rigged elections held there the previous October, but it only represented a fraction of the true toll which soared to somewhere between one and two thousand. On Thursday, 13th January, Balewa announced that the Federal government was not going to intervene in the West despite the increasing chaos and the fact that such intervention was legitimate under the constitution and had, moreover, a precedent, created by Balewa himself four years before. The following day the prime minister of the Western Region, Chief Akintola, flew to Kaduna for urgent discussions with his political ally, the Sardauna of Sokoto, premier of the North, Balewa’s party boss and undisputed strong man of Nigeria. Simultaneously, a top-level security conference was taking place in Lagos, attended by most of the country’s senior army officers. Rumours eddied to and fro, stirred by this new activity. Then the tempo slackened again: it was Ramadan and the Muslim sabbath, Akintola returned home to Ibadan and the soldiers in Lagos went off to a party. It was hot and it was the weekend. People settled back ready to resume, as they had done for the past five years, that peculiarly Nigerian game of political ‘brinkmanship’ on Monday morning.


But old Nigeria was to die that weekend. In the small hours of the morning, the classic tryst for coups, political murder and the launching of new Utopias, the soldiers struck. Working to a carefully prepared plan, bands of armed troops led by a group of young officers went into action in Lagos, Ibadan and Kaduna. The coup, code-named ‘Operation Damisa’ (Operation Leopard) was swift, brutal and merciless: leading political and military figures were shot, others arrested, and strategic strong points seized. Earlier that night (Friday, 14th January) the ringleaders—six majors and a captain, all Ibos with one exception—had held meetings to brief junior officers who had hitherto not been privy to the plan. Most of them were swayed over by the argument, persuasively and passionately presented, that Nigeria had been betrayed by its corrupt politicians and it was time the army took over; threats convinced the few remaining waverers. Specific tasks were allotted, transport, weapons and ammunition earmarked and ‘H’ hour set for 0200 hours.


In Lagos, Major Emmanuel Ifeajuna, a Sandhurst-trained university graduate and the first Commonwealth athlete to clear six feet nine inches in the high jump (at the Games in Canada in 1954), who was one of the principal plotters, led a small detachment of soldiers to the Prime Minister’s house. The police guard was quickly overpowered and Ifeajuna kicked Balewa’s bedroom door open and took him away after allowing him to say his prayers. The soldiers then went next door to the house of Chief Festus Okotie-Eboh, the Federal finance minister, brushed aside his personal guard, armed with bows and arrows, gave him a severe beating and arrested him too. Meanwhile, another group of mutineers had driven to the port and commercial suburb of Apapa where several senior army officers lived. Three key men in the army hierarchy had been selected to die: the chief of staff, the quartermaster-general and the adjutant-general. All three were killed by the major in charge of the group (another ringleader) with bursts of his sub-machinegun, either in their houses or out on the road. The bodies were thrown into the vehicles and the party drove back to Lagos to rejoin the main group.


In Ikoyi, the smart residential suburb adjacent to Lagos island, there had been a hitch. Another detachment of the mutineers led by Major Okafor, commander of the elite Federal Guard Unit, had lost its prey when Brigadier Maimalari, one of Nigeria’s most senior soldiers, had been warned by a telephone call and had escaped from his house just as the plotters broke in. The official Nigerian police report on the coup describes what happened next.




‘At a point on the golf course adjacent to a petrol station, Brigadier Maimalari was walking towards Dodan Barracks when he saw Major Ifeajuna’s car. The brigadier recognised Ifeajuna [his chief staff officer and special protégé]2 and shouted and beckoned him to stop. Ifeajuna stopped the car and, accompanied by another officer, went towards Brigadier Maimalari and killed him.’3





Ifeajuna then went on to the Ikoyi Hotel with his men and forced the receptionist to go up to the room of Lieutenant-Colonel Largema, another senior officer, who had come down to Lagos for the security conference and had attended the party which many of the others, plotters and victims, had gone to earlier that evening. When Largema came sleepily to the door in his pyjamas, he was caught in a murderous cross-fire; his body was taken down and put in the boot of Ifeajuna’s car. Some of the hotel’s guests rolled over in their sleep muttering angrily about noisy Nigerian parties, though several, including a blind and bewildered Englishman who was in the room opposite, rushed into the corridor to find nothing except a trail of blood and a confused uproar.


However, within an hour and a half of the first shots, the counter-coup had begun. The post office exchange and external telecommunications office were successfully taken over but the plotters failed to secure the police headquarters and the radio station. At the former, they were confronted by Major-General Aguiyi-Ironsi, the 41-year-old bluff and no-nonsense army commander who, returning home from a party on a ship in the harbour, had been alerted by the wife of one of his murdered officers and had immediately raced round to the police headquarters in his Jaguar car. Pistol in hand, he ordered the soldiers back to their barracks and went off to Ikeja, ten miles outside Lagos, to rally its garrison against the mutineers, brow-beating his way through the roadblocks. One of the first men to come to his side was a young and rather earnest Northern lieutenant-colonel, just back from a course in Britain, who himself had been a target of the coup but had been tipped off that night by his Ibo girl-friend. His name was Yakubu (or ‘Jack’) Gowon.


Meanwhile Ifeajuna and Okafor had linked up and drove out of Lagos on the Abeokuta road in the former’s car taking the Prime Minister with them. Along the road, Ifeajuna stopped the car, ordered Balewa out and shot him, dumping his body in a ditch. Later that afternoon (Saturday) Ifeajuna drove his blood-smeared Mercedes Benz into Enugu, capital of the Eastern Region, and went into hiding. (He was subsequently smuggled across the Dahomey border, with the help of the Ibo poet, Christopher Okigbo, in a relay of cars, and was welcomed by President Nkrumah as a national hero.4) The other main group of plotters took the army lorry in which the corpses of the officers shot in Apapa were lying and also drove out of Lagos, probably realising by this time that the game was up. The police report describes the scene in its customary deadpan style:




‘Major Anuforo [one of the ringleaders] ordered the corpses to be unloaded into the road and then observed Okotie-Eboh, the Federal Finance Minister, still seated in the truck and asked: “Who is that man?” The minister replied, “I am Okotie-Eboh.” Anuforo ordered him to step down. The latter complied whereupon the major informed him he was going to be shot. The minister commenced to plead for his life. This met with little or no response from Anuforo who is reported to have confined himself to stating that he was acting under orders. The minister was then forced to go into the bush, pushed along by Anuforo to the spot where the bodies of the senior officers had been deposited. Arrived there, without hesitation Major Anuforo killed Okotie-Eboh with a short burst of his SMG [sub-machinegun].’





The bodies were buried in shallow graves and the mutineers drove back to Lagos where they found that Major-General Ironsi had successfully rallied loyal troops. As dawn was breaking they quietly gave themselves up. The coup in Lagos was over.


The man chosen to lead the coup in the troubled Western Region was another Ibo, Captain Nwobosi, the artillery commander in the Abeokuta garrison. Nwobosi, who had only been taken into the confidence of the conspirators and briefed a day or two before ‘Operation Damisa’ took place, received a telephone call late on Friday night from Ifeajuna in Lagos giving him the go-ahead. At midnight he turned out a detachment of soldiers, told them they were going to Ibadan, the Western Region’s capital, on internal security operations and drew weapons and ammunition from the armoury. The convoy then moved off but on the way out of town the captain considerately stopped to pick up a pregnant woman in labour and took her to the nearest hospital. The column reached Ibadan at ‘H’ hour—two a.m.—as planned. They first drove to the automatic telephone exchange and ordered all the staff to leave the building and then went to the city’s main electric power station. Again the employees were ordered to leave but when some of them asked the captain to give them a lift into town, he obligingly did so. The deputy prime minister of the Western Region, Chief Fani-Kayode, was the next target. His house was quickly surrounded and Nwobosi broke in and arrested him, saying that it was ‘a lawful arrest by the army’. From upstairs a woman’s voice was heard pleading, ‘Don’t kill him.’ The convoy moved on to the premier’s lodge where the security lights were blazing, powered by an emergency generator. The premier, Chief Akintola, had been warned by his deputy’s wife—the automatic telephone exchange, though occupied, had not, apparently, been immobilised—and had had time to prepare. But his police guards were swiftly overcome by the soldiers while Nwobosi neutralised the generator, plunging the house into darkness. The police report takes up the tale.




‘Captain Nwobosi stood in the middle of the courtyard and shouted, “Akintola come down—you are under lawful arrest by the army on orders from H.Q. 2 Brigade.” A voice from upstairs, presumably that of Akintola, replied, “Yes, I am coming.” Nothing further happened. Captain Nwobosi repeated his summons a number of times without a reaction from Akintola. He then fired one round from his rifle at the building. When this produced no result, the captain ordered his men into the building. To gain entrance, Nwobosi was compelled to force the main door to the Lodge. They all entered and mounted the stairs. On the first floor they searched a number of rooms without encountering anyone until they came to Akintola’s bedroom which was locked. When the captain was about to force this door, Akintola opened fire from inside the room with a sub-machinegun, shooting through the closed door. This burst of fire wounded Nwobosi and an officer and soldier with him. None of the injuries, however, were sufficiently serious to impede them. The captain and his men immediately returned the fire whilst retreating down the stairs. They then left the house in a hurry and sought cover amongst the flower-beds facing the building…. Akintola came to the room over the entrance porch and continued to fire at his assailants with his SMG without, however, hitting anyone. Captain Nwobosi ordered his men to return the fire which they did, massively. Akintola continued firing until he ran out of ammunition. Around this time Fani-Kayode [deputy premier] was heard shouting from the Land-Rover to Akintola urging him to surrender. Akintola, now defenceless, decided to surrender and was next seen coming out of the front room…. He raised his hands and went downstairs. Captain Nwobosi, in the meantime, was heard shouting repeatedly, “Bring him out, bring him out”. He then ordered two of his men to shoot the premier. These two opened fire on Akintola with their rifles, joined, shortly afterwards, by Nwobosi himself. Akintola fell down dead or dying with several bullets in his body.’5





The captain regrouped his detachment and sent a sergeant back to Abeokuta to collect a 105 mm. field gun and take it to Ikeja which appeared to be the next target. The party then left Ibadan and drove to Lagos. Fani-Kayode begged Nwobosi to release him but was informed that he had orders to take him to the capital. However, on arrival Nwobosi and his men were themselves arrested by loyal troops and the badly shaken deputy premier of the West released. By daylight the coup in the West had fizzled out.


Events in the North followed a similar pattern to the operations in Lagos and the West but had a different ending. The ringleader in Kaduna, the Northern Region capital, was Major Chukwuma Nzeogwu, senior instructor at the Nigerian Military Training College, a Mid-Western Ibo and the only member of the inner circle of conspirators stationed outside Lagos. A brilliant, dedicated officer, Sandhurst-trained, he was highly popular with his men and one of the rising stars of the Nigerian army. In order to avoid suspicion, he had started a series of night training exercises which proved to be an excellent and convincing ‘cover’ for the coup operations. On the night of 14/15th January, however, Nzeogwu drew live ammunition and two Carl Gustav 84 mm. anti-tank guns. At one-thirty a.m., after the exercise was over, he called all the officers together and told them that a revolt was taking place in the rest of the Federation and asked them for their support. Some of them were already in the conspiracy and the rest agreed readily enough. The major then addressed the soldiers, nearly all Northerners, and they also pledged their support. ‘They had bullets but I was unarmed,’ he said afterwards; ‘if they had disagreed they could have shot me.’6


Nzeogwu personally led the assault on the official residence of the Sardauna of Sokoto, premier of the Northern Region. After shooting his way into the grounds of the Lodge, he sited the Carl Gustavs and opened fire on the house which was soon ablaze. A man armed with a sword came running out and Nzeogwu disarmed him and ordered to be taken to ‘the master of the house’. Accompanied by some of his men, he went inside pushing his way through the wailing women and children. They found the Sardauna, put him up against a wall and shot him; his senior wife and bodyguard who tried to protect him were also killed. Meanwhile, in other parts of the town the operation was claiming more victims. The 1st Brigade commander, second in rank only to Ironsi in the Nigerian army, was shot in his bed and his wife killed beside him. The deputy commandant of the Defence Academy (Nigeria’s Sandhurst’) was also killed in bed only a few minutes after receiving a warning telephone call which he either ignored or came too late to save him; his wife, however, escaped with leg and hand wounds. The post office, radio and television station and Kaduna airport were seized and the governor of the Northern Region arrested but unharmed. The commissioner of police began to mobilise his men but soon realised that resistance to the army was useless. Nzeogwu then went to the house of Major Hassan Katsina, the easy-going, polo-playing Fulani aristocrat, son of the Emir of Katsina and commander of the armoured-car reconnaissance unit in Kaduna. Nzeogwu and Katsina had been classmates at Sandhurst, were of a similar age and shared similar views on Nigeria’s discredited political order. Confronted by Nzeogwu with a sub-machinegun in his hand, Katsina was not, in any case, disposed to argue. ‘Which side are you on?’ Nzeogwu asked, ‘Are you with me or are you with them?’ ‘Don’t bother,’ Katsina replied, ‘I’m on your side.’7 Although the coup did not go off entirely as planned, by dawn Nzeogwu and his men, their ranks now swollen by new recruits, were firmly in control of Kaduna.


In Enugu, the capital of the Eastern Region, soldiers went into action in the night surrounding the premier’s lodge, taking over the radio station and investing the Governor’s residence, where Archbishop Makarios of Cyprus was staying the night at the end of a tour of the Federation. But there was no killing and it was not at all clear whether the military operations sprang from the coup or the counter-coup. Early risers heard the voice of a Radio Enugu engineer at six-thirty a.m.: ‘This is Effiong Etu. The army are here with us in the studio and have ordered us to tune into N.B.C. Lagos.’8


Nigeria awoke on Saturday morning in total confusion. In three major cities (Lagos, Ibadan and Kaduna) there had been the most violent and bloody coup d’état Africa had ever seen; but only in the Northern capital had it been fully successful, leaving its leaders in control. In a third Regional capital, Enugu, it seemed to have gone off at half-cock, while in the fourth, Benin City in the Mid-West, nothing had yet happened. Finally, in the only remaining large garrison town, Kano in the far north, the local commander, a young and decisive Ibo lieutenant-colonel called Emeka Ojukwu, had quickly taken control and sealed off the city from the rest of the Federation and the outside world. One thing, however, rapidly became clear. The political leadership and government of the day had been swept away. The old order, for better or for worse, had gone.


Ironsi spent most of the morning in the Lagos police headquarters9 trying to piece together what had happened and consolidating his position over the armed forces. Meanwhile, Benin, which had no garrison of its own, had its first experience of the military. At ten a.m. a detachment of soldiers under an Ibo captain arrived from Enugu and surrounded the governor’s and premier’s houses. The governor had a pistol pointed at him and was told that the post office and telephone exchange had been taken over by the army. At two p.m. the troops withdrew after the captain in charge had obligingly signed the governor’s visitors’ book at the latter’s request. In the East, the coup had already shot its bolt. The commander of the battalion based in Enugu, who had been staying at the Ikoyi Hotel in Lagos where his colleague Lieutenant-Colonel Largema had been shot in the night, rushed back to his command on Saturday morning. Archbishop Makarios was seen off by the governor and the Regional ministers who were then allowed to disperse to their home towns and villages.


In such a confused situation the only hope the public had of keeping track of events was by sticking close to their radio sets. It soon became clear that the battle lines lay between Nzeogwu and Ironsi; between Kaduna and the rest of the Federation. At noon on Saturday, Nzeogwu was the first on the air, broadcasting in the name of the ‘Supreme Council of the Revolution of the Nigerian Armed Forces’. Speaking with a strong military emphasis—his statement was larded with ‘not repeat nots’—the major declared martial law in the Northern Region. The constitution was suspended, the Regional government and assembly dissolved, and the administration was to be run by the civil servants for the time being. ‘Our enemies’, he said, ‘are the political profiteers, swindlers, the men in the high and low places who seek bribes and demand ten per cent, those that seek to keep the country divided permanently so that they can remain in office as ministers and V.I.P.s of waste, the tribalists, the nepotists … we promise that you will no more be ashamed to say you are Nigerian.’ He then listed ten proclamations which decreed the death penalty for a bizarre collection of offences including looting, arson, rape, embezzlement, bribery, corruption, homosexuality, ‘obstruction of the revolution’, ‘false alarm’, and tearing down proclamations of the day. ‘Wavering’ or ‘sitting on the fence’, doubtful loyalty, loitering and rowdy behaviour, though lesser crimes, would also be punished, at the discretion of the local commanders. He ended cheerfully enough: ‘Thank you very much and goodbye for now.’ The national anthem closed the broadcast.10


The same afternoon the national radio network in Lagos put out a short, terse statement. ‘In the early hours of this morning, 15th January, 1966, a dissident section of the Nigerian army kidnapped the prime minister and the minister of finance and took them to an unknown destination. The General Officer Commanding (Ironsi) and the vast majority of the army remained completely loyal to the Federal government and are already taking all appropriate measures to bring the situation under control.’ Kano radio was next on the air. The Emir, at Lieutenant-Colonel Ojukwu’s request, broadcast a short message appealing for peace and calm.


In Lagos, Ironsi was trying to do three things at once: rally the army, reach a peaceful settlement with Nzeogwu and decide the fate of the Federal government. There were strong rumours—subsequently proved untrue—that Nzeogwu was marching south and had reached the crucial Jebba bridge, over the Niger river, which links the northern and southern halves of the country. In Ibadan, the Northern soldiers were in a particularly volatile state (their popular commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Largema, had been murdered in the coup) and began to dig in around the northern approaches to the University. The long-distance telephone line between Lagos and Kaduna buzzed with prolonged negotiating. Asked by a reporter how things were going, Ironsi replied tersely, ‘Very badly indeed.’ The Federal parliament, meeting probably somewhat in the frame of mind of Cromwell’s Rump Parliament—only thirty-three out of 312 members turned up—adjourned its proceedings sine die. The Federal cabinet also met, with Ironsi and the British High Commissioner, Sir Francis Cumming-Bruce—specially invited—both present.


The government was leaderless and jittery. The President, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe (‘Zik’), was still in Britain, convalescing after an illness11 and the prime minister was missing. (At this stage his fate, and that of the finance minister, was not known.) A wrangle between the two coalition parties developed over the appointment of a temporary successor to Balewa and Saturday ended with the impasse unresolved. The next day Ironsi summoned the ministers and warned them that, after sounding out the feelings of the army, he could only be sure of its loyalty if power was placed in his hands. Eyewitnesses at this meeting say that Ironsi was genuinely upset and had tears in his eyes when he spoke of the death of his military comrades. Faced with this uncompromising assessment of the situation, the cabinet had little choice but to agree. Shortly before midnight, the acting Federal President (‘Zik’s’ deputy) came on the air and announced the government was handing over to the military. Ironsi then spoke. The Federal and Regional parliaments and governments were suspended, military governors, directly responsible to him, would shortly be appointed to all four Regions and day-to-day administration would be run by the civil servants. Ironsi, now head of the new ‘Federal Military Government’, stressed that the current disorders in the Western Region would be ‘suppressed’ and promised that a new popular constitution would be prepared for an eventual return to civilian rule.


A great deal of controversy later arose over the constitutionality of Ironsi’s assumption of power, especially in comparison with Gowon’s take-over seven months later. Since there was no provision for either action in the Republican constitution of 1963 both were clearly illegal and unconstitutional. And none of the careful wording that accompanied Ironsi’s accession to power could disguise this central, immutable fact. The ‘unanimous’ and ‘voluntary’ nature of the Federal cabinet’s ‘invitation’ to Ironsi and his reply that he had been ‘formally invested with authority as head of the Federal military government’ (he, significantly, omitted to say by whom) merely kept the affair on a gentlemanly plane and gave the impression—admittedly much-needed at that critical time—that everything was under control. But it could not disguise the fact that his (and later, Gowon’s) governments were both de facto and not de jure administrations.


In terms of expediency, however, Ironsi was on firmer ground. Nobody knew how serious a threat Nzeogwu in Kaduna posed during that confused weekend. The politicians themselves were in no mood to put up a stiff resistance and it was only with difficulty that a quorum was reached at the cabinet meetings. The popular rejoicing in Lagos and the South weakened their resolve still further and it did not require much pressure from Ironsi to persuade them that it was time to go. And on simple military grounds it clearly made sense that the army commander should have the fullest authority possible to deal with such an unprecedented and dangerous crisis. Nevertheless, a question mark still hangs over Ironsi’s actions. A declaration of a national emergency by the government would have provided him with similar powers to deal with the army, with the difference that they would have been constitutional—but temporary. Moreover, by Sunday morning, Ironsi knew better than most that the coup had failed completely in Lagos, the West, Mid-West and the East and that the leaders were safely under lock and key or in hiding. Kano, under Ojukwu, had declared its loyalty the previous day and the military problem had narrowed down to Nzeogwu, who was showing signs of feeling his isolation, and the restless Northern rank and file in the army. And the point about the army was not so much rebelliousness against the old order and the civilian government as anger and confusion over the killing of the popular Northern officers. It is highly significant that Northern and Middle Belt soldiers in Ibadan killed a Southern officer that weekend—his death was, in a way, the first casualty of the Northern counter-coup that was to explode in July—and later refused to serve under another Southerner who was appointed by Ironsi to replace their own murdered commander. But, of course, these events were little known at the time and it was the wave of relief and the feeling of a new dawn that made Ironsi’s take-over seem to many people both logical and the best solution in the circumstances.


While the general was consolidating his position in Lagos, Major Nzeogwu sat tight in Kaduna. Tension remained high in the town and it was only after some difficulty that a meeting was arranged between Nzeogwu and the civil servants. The major, his arm in a sling—the result of a wound inflicted in the assault on the Sardauna’s house—and surrounded by armed soldiers, told the group that he had led the coup with four other majors but they had been let down elsewhere. The immediate and most pressing problem was to get money from the bank in Kano, 120 miles away, to pay the soldiers; if they were not paid on time there was a real fear that they might run amok. In normal times the specie came by road from Kano but this was judged to be too hazardous so a light plane with the Northern Region’s accountant-general on board was sent up to Kano. However, Lieutenant-Colonel Ojukwu immediately impounded the aircraft and arrested all those in it. (On the day of the coup he had dealt out similar treatment to a B.O.A.C. VC-10 en route to London from Lagos.) Fortunately, the crisis was overtaken by new developments in Kaduna.


On Monday morning, after lengthy long-distance telephone conversations with Ironsi in Lagos, Nzeogwu decided to give in. At one p.m. he announced that he had reached a five-point agreement with the Supreme Commander which included a guarantee of safety and freedom from legal proceedings for all those involved in the coup and an assurance that ‘the people whom we fought to remove will not be returned to office’. By any standards these terms were extraordinarily favourable to the major, considering that his position was weakening hourly with the entire Federation rallying against him, and they allowed Ironsi much less room to manoeuvre later on than he perhaps would have liked. Still, the spectre of civil war with further fighting in the army faded away. In a typically Sandhurst way, Nzeogwu announced that he had ‘surrendered his sword’ to Ironsi who, in the same idiom, ‘accepted’ it. Before leaving Kaduna, Nzeogwu ‘handed over’ the administration to Major Hassan Katsina but would only fly to Lagos in the company of a close personal friend, another Mid-Western Ibo officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Conrad Nwawo.12 On arrival he was imprisoned with the other ringleaders and the coup was finally over.


In the Federal capital, Ironsi was pressing ahead with the formation of his new administration. At his first news conference he confirmed that Nzeogwu had surrendered, but could throw no light on the whereabouts of the missing prime minister and finance minister. Asked how long he would stay in power, he replied that it would depend upon how long it would take for life to return to ‘normal’. A constitution, prepared in accordance with the wishes of the people, would ultimately be put into effect. Asked whether, in the meantime, he would appoint a cabinet, he looked up at the ceiling for a full minute—and then passed without a word to the next question. ‘Clearly,’ wrote one eyewitness, ‘it had never occurred to him.’13 The following day, Ironsi released the names of the new military governors of the four regions. They were: Lieutenant-Colonel Ojukwu (East); Lieutenant-Colonel Fajuyi (West); Lieutenant-Colonel Ejoor (Mid-West); and Major Katsina (North). Lieutenant-Colonel Gowon, the most senior surviving Northerner in the forces, was appointed army chief of staff. The next day, the bodies of the finance minister, badly beaten, and the four senior army officers murdered in Lagos and Apapa were found in their shallow grave off the Abeokuta road, and exactly a week after the coup, the government announced ‘with deep regret’ the death of Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. Three days’ official mourning was declared and he was buried in his home town of Bauchi in the North.


The coup was greeted by a wild outburst of rejoicing in the southern half of the country. One commentator who was there at the time described the scene vividly.




‘It had been a dream of a coup. “Bang, bang, you’re dead!”—a satisfying infantile aggression fantasy. In a single night the Sardauna of Sokoto, symbol of Hausa-Fulani domination and of feudalistic reaction, Chief Akintola, high priest of election rigging, and Chief Okotie-Eboh, byword for luxury and ministerial corruption, had been killed. Scores of ministers, corporation chairmen and parliamentarians—all people who had occupied free houses, used up over-generous allowances and driven subsidised cars—were swept out of office.’14





In Lagos and other major southern towns there were popular demonstrations expressing support for Ironsi’s military government. The press, the most outspoken and ebullient in Africa, indulged itself in an orgy of invention and high spirits. One of the best headlines of all, in West African pidgin English, ran: ‘Bribe? E Done Die-O. Chop-Chop—E No Dey’ (‘Bribery is Dead. Corruption is Not There’).15 The coup leaders became heroes and the violence in the West gave way, almost overnight, to an unaccustomed but very welcome state of calm. Incredulity, then relief, finally joy were the dominant emotions which washed over the South in those momentous first days. The political parties, even those which had lost most from the abrupt ending of civilian rule, pledged their loyalty and support to the new regime. The former ruling party, the Northern People’s Congress, stated that it regarded the transfer of authority ‘as the only solution to the many recent problems facing this country’. Of course, there was a large element of ‘jumping on the band-wagon’ in all this and by a strange coincidence, a highly topical and prophetic novel by the Nigerian author, Chinua Achebe, was published the week of the coup. Towards the end of A Man of the People, a story of the rise and fall of an African politician ending with an army take-over, Achebe has this to say: ‘Overnight everyone began to shake their heads at the excesses of the last regime, at its graft, oppression and corrupt government … newspapers, the radio, the hitherto silent intellectuals and civil servants—everybody said what a terrible lot; and it became public opinion the next morning.’ Nevertheless, most people in the South genuinely welcomed the military government and felt that a new and more hopeful era of Nigerian history had dawned.


In the North it was different. Most eyewitnesses agree that the people were stunned and bewildered by the rapid succession of events. The loss of the Region’s two most important political leaders and virtually all its senior army officers at one fell swoop had not yet really sunk in. Nor had the fact that Federal power, exercised continuously by the Northern leadership since independence five years earlier, had been torn from its grasp. There were no open signs of hostility, however, and the Northern press followed its Southern counterpart by calling for an end to corruption and nepotism in Nigeria. The traditional rulers, the emirs, also made public statements of loyalty to Ironsi. The radicals, like their colleagues in the South, whole-heartedly welcomed the coup but they were the only group that came out strongly and unreservedly in favour of the new order. The North as a whole, a slow-moving and somnolent giant at the best of times, slumbered on—but, the more astute observers noted, with one watchful eye open.


The ‘majors” or ‘January boys” coup—as it soon became known—was, in reality, the first round of the Nigerian civil war, though it was neither intended, nor appeared to be so at the time. Both the coup itself and the legends, which quickly grew round it like mushrooms in the rain, split Nigeria in two and sent it rolling down the road to a fratricidal war. Two essential questions have to be answered here, if the rest of the story is to make sense. Was it an Ibo coup? And was it, as later claimed, the prelude to an attempt by the Ibos to take over and ‘dominate’ Nigeria?


The full truth about the details of the first coup may never be known since all the principal conspirators are dead, killed in the July counter-coup or in the civil war. But sufficient evidence is available to illuminate some of its central mysteries. The best account is the Federal police report on which I have based much of the narrative. This document, prepared by the Nigerian Special Branch, took three months to finish (it was ready in April 1966) and was written after 200 officers and men, including all the ringleaders involved in the coup, had been exhaustively interrogated. The body of the report is, I am convinced, a thoroughly honest, painstaking and politically untainted piece of work. (The astonishing detail and the formal police language substantiate both its authenticity and veracity.) But the introduction which may have been added later and the inferences drawn from the report after the fall of Ironsi’s regime suggest an attempt to give it a political gloss which its contents belie, for by then the Federal government, in growing conflict with the Ibos in the East, was trying to prove that the January coup had been part of a monstrous Ibo plot while the Easterners were maintaining that the bloody events of January were no justification for the even bloodier sequel in July. Neither was right and the police report and other sources help to explain why.


The concept of a coup in Nigeria was not new. In the constitutional crisis of December 1964, several lieutenant-colonels, mainly Ibos and including Ojukwu, had talked of military intervention but nothing had come of it and the army, true to its British traditions, had kept out of politics. However, as the situation deteriorated, some of the younger officers began to plot seriously and it seems probable that the ‘inner circle’ of the January group had its genesis in August 1965, even before the disastrous, catalytic elections in the Western Region had taken place. Contrary to popular belief and Nzeogwu’s own claim, it appears that the original caucus did not include him. Majors Ifeajuna (the high-jumper) and Okafor (commander of the Federal Guard) were the principal plotters and they brought Nzeogwu—dubbed by one writer, ‘the Brutus of the coup’—in later since they needed an efficient and strongly motivated man to direct operations in the North. By the end of October 1965, there were seven officers in the conspiracy: five majors and a captain were Ibos and the remaining major was a Yoruba.


This tribal breakdown with its heavy preponderance of Ibos is a central plank of the ‘Ibo plot’ theory, but on closer examination it turns out to be a worm-eaten one. The fact is that about fifty per cent of the middle officer ranks in the Nigerian army, the pre-independence ‘Sandhurst generation’ who were commissioned between 1954 and 1960, were Ibos and it was from this group, some of whom had also been to university, that discontent with the old order and an older generation was likely to come. Their natural links were not with the establishment politicians (in or out of power) but with the young radicals among the educated elite. Their motives were mixed: some were genuinely idealistic and wanted to rid Nigeria of the corrupt politicians and the feudalistic incubus represented by the Sardauna of Sokoto and his Northern party; others had more personal reasons—promotions in the army had slowed down markedly in recent years and there was some dissatisfaction with the military hierarchy as well as with the politicians. But here the young Ibo majors had the sympathy of many of their Southern, and even a few of their Northern peers. In this sense the coup could be seen more accurately as a ‘Southern’ movement rather than a purely Ibo one. Finally, there are strong indications in the weaving of the fabric of the plot that loyalties of classroom and rank mattered more than tribe; it was no accident that six of the seven ringleaders were majors.


But for the Federal government and many others it was the tribal pattern of the killings as much as the ethnic origins of killers that provides the most damning evidence to support the ‘Ibo conspiracy’ theory. The North lost its two top politicians and four of its most senior soldiers, and the West one politician and two high-ranking officers. No Ibo politicians were killed and only one Ibo officer, the quartermaster-general, died—unintentionally, it was later alleged, because he refused to surrender the armoury keys. Moreover, they argue, the coup left both the East and the Mid-West (the Regional prime minister was a Mid-Western Ibo) unscathed. Two points can quickly be demolished. First, the Ibo quartermaster-general, the Federal government’s own police report makes quite clear, was on the plotters’ original death list. He was shot as planned in his home, not for the sake of the armoury keys (the conspirators already had ample supplies of arms and ammunition and, in any case, Q.M.G.s are not in the habit of keeping bunches of armoury keys in their bedrooms), but because he was known to be a loyal member of the army’s hierarchy. Secondly, with regard to the Mid-West, since there was no garrison in Benin City this small state would obviously have the lowest priority for an operation which was already short of manpower and dangerously over-extended.


The failure of the coup in Enugu and the East is more difficult to explain. It seems that this was Ifeajuna’s responsibility after he had completed his tasks in Lagos. But again the priorities for anyone who intended to overthrow the existing order would naturally be Lagos and the North (rather than the East because of the concentration of political power in the former), and then the West—Ibadan is only eighty miles from Lagos—would present an easier target if, as the ‘January boys’ undoubtedly were, one was short of reliable men. It seems clear that the collapse of the coup in the Federal capital and the fortuitous presence of Archbishop Makarios in Enugu contributed to the failure of the coup in the East. (The ringleaders had already shown their respect for foreign visitors by postponing the coup itself on account of the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference.) But it is also conceivable that when actually confronted with killing their own kinsmen, they found they could not do it, though this did not deter the Ibo major who shot the unfortunate Ibo quartermaster-general dead in Apapa suburb.


The roles of Ironsi and Ojukwu—both Ibos from the East—have also caused a great amount of speculation; subsequent propaganda has either implicated (Federal) or exonerated (Eastern) them. The favourite interpretation of Ironsi’s part is that he was told of the plot by the conspirators and replied something like this, ‘O.K., boys, if you pull it off, I’m with you, but if you don’t, you’re on your own.’ In a manuscript written by Ifeajuna after the coup, and now believed lost, he claimed ‘our general, whom we expected to help us, let us down’, but there is no real evidence for this. Ironsi, who had first commanded the Nigerian military contingent then the entire United Nations force in the Congo, was already at the pinnacle of success and was no radical firebrand. In fact, when he had heard that a military move against the government was in the offing in December 1965, he had informed the Prime Minister, but the story was discounted for lack of proof and the general feeling that military coups could not happen in ‘stable’ Nigeria. Ironsi, 41 years old at the time of the coup and a former N.C.O. in the colonial army, who had risen to be the first indigenous commander of the Nigerian army a year earlier, was poles apart in background, education and temperament from the idealistic and hot-headed young majors, even though he came from the same tribe. His actions on the night of the coup—the fact that he was at a party on a ship in Lagos harbour probably saved his life—and his shock at the death of his comrades (among other deficiencies, Ironsi could list acting) were too genuine to be written off as a clever piece of dissimulation. Moreover, he took quick and brave action, at some personal risk, to crush the coup as soon as he knew about it.


Ojukwu may also have had wind of the coup. But again he was outside the conspirators’ group in terms of rank and background (as the son of a millionaire and a friend of the Emir of Kano he was thought to be too much of an ‘establishment’ figure to be trusted). Nzeogwu, in particular, who was in charge of the Northern end of the operation, disliked and mistrusted  him deeply. By closing Kano airport, holding incoming aircraft and their passengers, encouraging the Emir to appeal for calm on the radio and discussing the situation with Ironsi over the telephone, Ojukwu could have equally been acting for or against the coup, or more simply—and the most likely explanation—consolidating his base, where he had a battalion of troops under command, until he saw which side was going to win.


The January coup, therefore, was not part of a Machiavellian Ibo plot to take over the Federation. The young majors who planned and executed it genuinely felt they were performing a painful but necessary piece of surgery to restore Nigeria’s failing health. But they bungled—none of them appeared to have given a thought to post-operative care—and almost killed the patient. And in the contagious atmosphere of bewilderment and suspicion which clung to these events and which the government of the day did little to dispel, the botched result increasingly began to look like an Ibo nationalist conspiracy. In dwelling on the details, many of them befogged and warped in the telling, people forgot the grand design. Its daring, its idealism, even its limited success, for it did, after all, obliterate a discredited, unpopular regime, paled before the memory of the coup’s blind, nihilistic violence; its renaissance treachery (Ifeajuna murdering his commander and mentor in cold blood) and the sacred and intimate comradeship of soldiers (had not the victims and killers been drinking and laughing together at that Lagos party only hours before the majors struck?) being shattered time and again during a few short hours in the depth of the night. All this set against the backdrop of a bumbling, but essentially moderate Nigeria with its pukka and proud little army was too sudden, too shocking for there not to be an equally violent reaction. And into the cracks seeped myth, legend and propaganda, fatally eroding and loosening the jerry-built Federal state. As the months went by what had actually happened in the early hours of 15th January mattered less to Nigerians than what they believed had happened. 






1 New Nigerian, 15.1.1966. I have relied extensively on A. H. M. Kirk-Greene’s Conflict in Nigeria, Vols. I and II (O.U.P., 1971) for references to the Nigerian press and radio. The Western Region election, in which both parties employed thugs, has been accurately described as a ‘paramilitary election’. Not untypical of the times was the man who appeared in court on a charge of intimidation and, on being asked by the judge for his profession, replied, ‘A daily paid thug, sir.’







2 Author’s note.







3 The narrative of the January coup is based largely, but not entirely, on a detailed report prepared by the Special Branch of the Nigerian Police. A summary of this first appeared in The Times (London) on 6.11.1969. The report’s background and reliability is discussed later in this chapter.







4 After Ironsi took over, Ifeajuna was persuaded to return to Nigeria and was detained in Enugu with several of the other plotters. He was to play another leading part in the story after the war had broken out.







5 Police Report, paras. 112–116.


6 West Africa, 29.1.1966.







7 Ibid.


8 Walter Schwarz, Nigeria (Pall Mall Press, London, 1968), p. 196.







9 The police headquarters in Lagos became the rallying point in all the Federation’s crises, especially during the two coups. This was partly due to the Nigerian police force’s capacity to keep a cool head and withstand the tribal stresses and strains under which the army crumbled, and partly to the fact that it had the best radio communications network in the country.







10 Kirk-Greene, op. cit., Vol. I, Documents, p. 91, pp. 125–6.







11 Azikiwe condemned the use of force in Nigeria but offered his services to Ironsi. The latter, it seemed, was in no hurry to accept them and it was nearly two months before the former president returned to Nigeria. On the passenger list he was described as ‘journalist’.







12 He, like Ifeajuna, was to re-appear later in the story in the early part of the war.


13 Walter Schwarz, op. cit., p. 200.







14 Ibid., p. 198.


15 Morning Post, Lagos, 27.1.1966.
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MAJOR-GENERAL AGUIYI-IRONSI AND THE ARMY CAME TO POWER IN Nigeria on the crest of a wave of unprecedented popular support in the South and with the more muted but cautiously optimistic acceptance of the North. Less than seven months later another even more murderous coup d’état had ripped the army and country apart and Ironsi was dead. During that short space of time, Nigeria moved closer than even before to a unitary system of government and then all but disintegrated; riots broke out in the North and claimed several hundred Ibo lives; the army, once the most proudly ‘Nigerian’ of all the nation’s institutions, became the biggest force for disunity and tribalism. How did such an auspicious beginning lead to such a disastrous finale?


Ironsi started well. His first problem was the army itself which was still in a restive mood. It is now known that serious trouble and even bloodshed continued for several days after Ironsi’s take-over, with Northern and Middle Belt soldiers attacking Southerners suspected of taking part in the coup. Ironsi’s ultimate success in restoring order was attributable less to an iron hand and parade-ground tactics, though these were more his natural style, than to tactful bargaining and the gradual achievement of an acceptable compromise. An illuminating example of this unmilitary juggling was the replacement of the dead commander of the troublesome 4th Battalion in Ibadan. Ironsi appointed an Ibo major to take command. At the latter’s first meeting with the battalion’s N.C.O.s (mostly Middle Belt men) he was asked: ‘Please sir, why are our commanding officers1 dead and why are you here to take their place?’ The major, faced with similar hostility throughout the unit, decided he could not take on the job. The regimental sergeant-major then went directly to Ironsi, saluted smartly, and reported that he had no commanding officer. He was offered several Southern officers all of whom he respectfully refused until a popular Middle Belt major was mentioned and promptly accepted.2 An ominous polarisation against the ‘January boys’ and their coup was already clearly taking place within the army in direct contrast to the joyous mood in the country at large.


Ironsi had chosen his Regional military governors pragmatically—army seniority mattered less than ethnic and administrative compatibility—and he wisely appointed the former civilian governors to act as advisers to the new men, thus ensuring a degree of continuity. Other factors helped the general to get off to a good start. The civil service, one of Nigeria’s most effective institutions, was given its head and allowed to proceed with its work unhindered by interfering and corrupt politicians. The excellent Nigerian police force, unaffected by the coup, gained a valuable breathing space with the return of peace in the West where it had been seriously over-extended. Political appointees were removed from public boards and statutory corporations; probes into the financial affairs of the politicians were initiated; the number of ministries was reduced, saving the taxpayer about £3 million, and a refreshingly open and animated public debate on the future of the country began in the press, the universities and the street. In speeches Ironsi and the military governors stressed concern for the ‘common man’; the light of the new dawn shone strong and pure.


But since Nigerians are an intensely volatile and political people, the post-coup euphoria could not in the nature of things last very long. People began to look eagerly for directional signs from the new regime. Broadly speaking there were two main political currents in the country at that time. The radicals or progressives, numerous among the urban elites in the South but also represented in northern intellectual circles, urged a unitary form of government. This group knew its own mind reasonably well, had the majority of the national press on its side and was generally far more articulate and impassioned than the exponents of the rival ideology. That was basically the voice of conservatism and found its clearest expression in the fears of the North which believed in a loose federation and strongly entrenched regional autonomy. There was also a cross-current, represented by some of the minority peoples (those of the Middle Belt in the North and the Eastern Region’s smaller tribes, for example) who wanted local autonomy for themselves yet a stronger central government which could protect them from their more powerful neighbours. Their voice was to be heard more forcefully after the July coup. All shades of opinion, however, were united on the need for popular consultation. Even a firm supporter of the ‘progressive’ unitary view like Nigeria’s leading independent newspaper, the Daily Times, could sound a note of warning on the dangers of moving too fast and interpreting rather than consulting popular feeling.




‘There seems to be the misconception among some people that because of the myriad weaknesses of the last constitution, and because of the universal impatience with its shortcomings, we can now take it for granted that Nigerians have picked a unitary form of government for the Second Republic. Maybe. But only maybe … are we already satisfied that Nigerians necessarily want this?’3





Initially, it seemed that Ironsi and the military were going to hold the ring and assume the role of an impartial arbiter without prejudice. The general stressed the temporary nature of the military government, its constitutional continuity (the regions, for example, continued to function as they had done under civilian rule) and its ‘cleansing’ mission. He appointed a plethora of commissions or ‘study groups’ to enquire into practically everything, ranging from the constitution itself to the reform of the prison system. From the narrow but crucial viewpoint of tribal favouritism, Ironsi also created a good initial impression. His own ‘atribalism’ was genuine and was reflected in his choice of personal staff—he appointed a Northern A.D.C. and a Northern private secretary. However, almost immediately, Nigeria began to move towards a unitary form of government. The army take-over itself constituted a lurch in that direction. With its hierarchical structure and rigid chain of command, it inevitably introduced a new degree of unity into the government from the very outset; the old Regions might be the same but the new governors, in Ironsi’s eyes—for he was, heart and soul, a military man—were junior officers first and Regional administrators a long way second, and took orders from him in a way that no civilian Regional premier had ever obeyed the Federal prime minister. The story of Ironsi’s two hundred days in power is like that of a man on a raft caught in a sea of powerful and conflicting currents. There is no doubt that he personally favoured a unitary form of government (it matched all his military training and beliefs) and he paddled manfully, if somewhat blindly, towards it. He was helped on his way by a tide of radicalism but beneath there was a much more muscular undertow, the broad sweep of conservative and traditional fears, which was eventually to pull him down.


Ironsi soon made it clear where his own preferences lay. ‘All Nigerians want an end to regionalism,’ he baldly stated at the end of January. Three weeks later he was more specific: ‘a rigid adherence to “regionalism” was the bane of the last regime and one of the main factors which contributed to its downfall … in the new order there should be no place for regionalism and tribal consciousness.’ Meanwhile the military government had appointed a senior official, Francis Nwokedi, an Ibo from the East (like Ironsi), to report as a one-man commission of enquiry on the ‘establishment of an administrative machinery for a united Nigeria’ [my italics], and the ‘unification of the five public services4 and judicial services in Nigeria’. Although Nwokedi’s brief had nothing directly to do with the constitutional future of the country—that was to be decided later by another study group and put to the people through a referendum—it struck the vital nerve since it concerned Regional autonomy and the control of government jobs. Moreover, the terms of reference were loaded, there being no mention of the possibility of a federal Nigeria; neither was there any consideration of popular approval for any measures which the commission might propose. Finally, there was the real possibility of a contradiction if the constitutional commission should suggest—and the people approve—a federal form of government while the Nwokedi commission settled for a unitary system of administration. The entrusting of such a crucial task to one man immediately caused a furore and a second, non-Ibo, person was later appointed to assist Nwokedi.


With the setting up of the other study groups the situation was becoming more than a little confused. No one was sure of the relative importance of the various commissions and some appeared to pre-empt or overlap others. The findings of the Commission on Constitutional Reform, for example, were to be submitted to a constituent assembly and, ultimately, to a referendum. But administrative changes, many of which under Nwokedi’s brief could cut deep into the Federal structure of the constitution, could apparently be implemented without popular consent. By early March the first rumblings of dissent were heard, significantly from the hitherto quiescent and uncritical North. An editorial in the New Nigerian (the Northern government newspaper) on 1st March advised the Federal government to hasten slowly. The influential Sultan of Sokoto from the far North, addressing mainly Northern troops in Lagos, struck an oblique note of warning: ‘We are confident that it is the intention of the Military Government to preserve and protect our good customs….’5 In the North itself a more vicious movement was gathering strength at grass-roots’ level in the vernacular press; a fairly typical instance was this editorial headline: ‘Discipline these Insolent Ibos Living in the North’ which appeared near the end of the month in the Hausa language daily.6 The Northern giant was stirring uneasily after its long sleep.


At the end of March it was plain that whatever the study groups proposed—they were still deep in their researches—Ironsi had decided firmly on some degree of administrative centralisation. On the 31st he gave a long and crucial broadcast on the occasion of the annual budget. The budget itself was not innovatory, but Ironsi made it sound so. ‘For the first time,’ he said, ‘fiscal, economic and industrial projects are being considered and directed by one central authority.’ He again stressed his interpretation of the general will: ‘I am convinced that the bulk of our people want a united Nigeria and that they want in future one government and not a multitude of governments.’ There was nothing in this key speech, his first major pronouncement for six weeks, to reassure the conservatives and the doubters. Many people see this as the turning point in the general’s short-lived regime, the point where the interim nature of the military government had lost all credibility. Certainly serious opposition to Ironsi dates from this time.


Criticism in the North was becoming more vocal and widespread. By the end of April, while the Southern radicals were lauding Ironsi’s first hundred days in office—the popular Daily Times columnist, ‘Peter Pan’, wrote two enthusiastic articles entitled ‘To the Battlements, My General!’—the Northerners were turning against the government. In London, Northern students took to the streets, demonstrating against a unitary system of government. Editorials, articles and letters in the regional and national press and talks on Radio Kaduna all underlined what was coalescing into a broad majority view among the Northern elite. One notable letter to the New Nigerian of 19th April put the Northern case with great clarity. Entitled ‘Federalism is Good for Nigeria’, the writer explained why the North had been so silent and apparently indifferent to the new order. ‘I feel that our silence is neither born out of fear nor … out of lack of views to present … it is partly born out of shock.’ He then listed some of the causes of that shock: the seemingly tribally selective killings of the politicians in the January coup and the murder of innocent army officers—again on a tribal basis; the failure of the Ironsi government to bring the coup leaders to justice and, revealingly, ‘the mad rush of application letters for jobs pouring into the North from other parts of the country’. On unitary government he was equally trenchant. ‘One sad fact which these journalists as well as some of the military top advisers refuse to admit is that a unitary government does not necessarily unite the people of Nigeria.”7


I have quoted this letter at length because I feel it accurately encapsulates the mood of the North at that time. The writer was not an important figure, simply an ordinary member of the educated and politically conscious class; but his views and fears were shared by many. There were two further points of significance: this broad ground-swell of concern had taken shape well before Ironsi had made any overt move to alter the system of government and it was too general, too compelling to be easily overlooked, except perhaps by those who did not want to see it.


But Ironsi was also being criticised by the Southern radicals who began to express their unease and disappointment with the government. An editorial in Nigerian Opinion, the Ibadan University journal, spoke of ‘a haunting feeling about in the country that things are not fully right’. Its analysis, however, was based on the opposite premise to that of the Northerners. It attacked the regime for being too bourgeois, too busy on committees and government work to the detriment of the army itself and generally moving too slowly on the question of administrative and constitutional reform. It ended on a challenging note: ‘the opportunities are there. Either we seize them or it will be the “fire next time”.’8 Nowhere was Ironsi’s painful dilemma of reconciling the radical South with the conservative North better illustrated than with the issue of the ‘January boys’—the coup ringleaders. If he punished them he offended the South; if he didn’t he angered the North. In the event, he did nothing. He apparently sounded out opinion about their fate among senior army officers but came to no decision. What incensed the Northerners more than anything else, it transpired, was that the majors continued to receive their pay, allowances and, since nothing was done to stop it, presumably their seniority while in gaol, suggesting that the authorities did not regard them with total disfavour and hinting that their incarceration might be a temporary one.


The key man was now Francis Nwokedi. Since February he had been travelling widely in the Federation studying the question of unifying the regional and federal civil services. In the North he was warned on all sides of the dangers of rapid centralisation while in the South opinion was divided. However, it was becoming clear that Nwokedi, a clever and strong-willed person who was one of Ironsi’s most influential advisers, had firm ideas of his own. When a group of leading Nsukka University professors presented a detailed paper arguing against swift administrative unification Nwokedi ignored it; nor did he submit his final recommendations for approval to the other members of the committee on administrative reform before handing them over to Ironsi. He must, without doubt, share a large portion of the responsibility for Ironsi’s subsequent decisions.


Towards the end of May, Hassan Katsina, the Northern governor, returned to Kaduna from a Supreme Military Council meeting in Lagos and said to waiting reporters, ‘Tell the nation that the egg will be broken on Tuesday.’ It was a colourful and accurate way of describing what was about to happen. The following day General Ironsi announced two decrees. For Nigeria it amounted to another coup—executed by the stroke of a pen. The country was no longer to be called a federation, simply the ‘Republic of Nigeria’, ruled by a ‘national’ instead of a ‘Federal’ military government; the Regions were abolished and replaced by groups of provinces; the Federal and Regional civil services were unified and to be administered from Lagos; political and tribal organisations were dissolved and political activities banned for the next two and half years. Many of these changes, however, were more apparent than real. The new title of the government and the abolition of the Regions altered nothing except nomenclature since the new groups of provinces coincided with the former Regional boundaries and remained under the rule of the existing military governors. The political ban dated from the early days of the regime but its prolongation for such a long period was ominous since it suggested that the military government would remain in power and political activity would be forbidden while the constitution was being prepared and implemented.


But it was Decree No. 34 (the ‘unification decree’ amalgamating the federal and regional civil services) which really ‘broke the egg’. In fact, only the most senior civil servants—160 in all, 29 of whom were expatriates—were directly affected. Nevertheless, many Northerners fearing Ibo or Southern ‘domination’, saw it unmistakably as the thin end of the wedge since the top civil servants, whose power had increased with the demise of the politicians, controlled the administration of the country and the distribution of government jobs. Ironsi himself admitted that it amounted to a ‘rather drastic change’ and went on to spell out what it meant. ‘Every civil servant’, he said, ‘is now called upon to see his function in any part of Nigeria in which he is serving in the context of the whole country. The orientation should now be towards national unity and progress.’9 On the surface this would seem a reasonable and progressive goal; but in loosely knit, tribalistic Nigeria it was dynamite because it threatened Regional autonomy at its very roots. The North had most to fear since it lagged far behind the other regions in education—in 1960 it had 41 secondary schools against the South’s 842—and administrative skills. Clearly, if educational qualifications alone were to be the criterion for government jobs—there was no mention of any other—the North was bound to be the loser. Northern posts would be snapped up by Southerners and the long-feared ‘domination’ by the South would at last become a reality.


Ironsi tried to soften the impact of the decree by stressing that it was without prejudice to the activities of the study group examining the country’s constitutional future and that the ban on political parties might be lifted earlier than the statutory period if the government ‘accomplishes its aims before then’. As with all Ironsi’s major speeches this one manifested a curious ‘stick and carrot’ syndrome, not unlike the alternating threats and promises dished out by a parade-ground N.C.O. when faced with a squad of raw recruits. Twice on this occasion he emphasised that his was ‘a corrective regime’ and ‘soldiers do not allow themselves to be diverted from, or obstructed in, the fulfilment of their objectives’.10


The following weekend (29th May) riots broke out in the North. The trouble began in Kano with, significantly, a demonstration by Northern civil servants and students (the civil servants of tomorrow). Similar demonstrations took place in Kaduna, Zaria and other Northern towns and then flared into popular riots in which several hundred Ibos were killed. (The official figure was a totally unrealistic ninety-two.11) The police tried to intervene, but could do little as the mobs swept by murdering, looting, burning. The army stood aside and did nothing. Placards carried by the civil servants and students proclaimed ‘A Raba’ (‘Let us Secede’); ‘No Unitary Government Without Referendum’, and ‘Down with Ironsi’. Those who had witnessed the anti-Ibo riots in Kano in 1953 noticed a similar pattern: peaceful demonstrations escalating into massacres, the elite setting the pace and organised groups of armed thugs, plus casual hangers-on, rushing in and finishing the job.


There were three immediate causes of the May riots. The initial spark seems to have been an offensive article which appeared in the popular monthly magazine Drum showing the dead Sardauna begging an Ibo journalist for forgiveness from his grave. Then the steep rise in food prices, following a bad harvest and the normal upward trend encouraged by times of political insecurity, also inflamed the situation. Thirdly, the ‘unity decree’ appeared to confirm the Northern elite’s worst fears that the South, and more particularly the Ibos—by this time Ironsi’s government was seen as an ‘Ibo regime’—intended to establish control over their administration.


Deeper down, however, there were other forces at work. Fear, confusion and resentment had been building up slowly in the North from grass-roots’ level as the Region gradually emerged from its state of shock after the first coup. The latter had overthrown the politicians but changed little else. Nigerians’ fears were still the old ones of one tribe or region dominating another; of control of the centre and preservation of traditional ways of life in the provinces; of the division of the ‘national cake’ (a favourite metaphor); of the distribution of new industries, schools, clinics and piped water. And it was the North, the most populous and backward of the Regions, that was deeply concerned because it had lost most as a result of the coup. It is true that some people in the North—mainly the minority tribes and the young radicals who had no love for the conservative and autocratic rule of the Sardauna of Sokoto—welcomed the political changes the young majors had effected. But the Region as a whole was still very alien from the South and knew that, due to its educational shortfall, it could not compete on straight terms of merit with the South within a unitary system of government; unfair though it might seem, it needed a special protective arrangement while it caught up. The alternative was to throw its doors open to the Southerners and put at hazard its distinctive way of life.


There was also a feeling of deep insecurity arising from the sudden vacuum in the leadership. The Sardauna, a larger-than-life figure, could not be replaced overnight, if at all, but the additional loss of Balewa and the top Northern army officers made matters considerably worse. What concerned the Northerners was not numbers—only six of their political and military leaders had been killed in the coup—but the fact that it was their best people who had been wiped out. In the army, Gowon, a stripling of 31 years of age, was now their most senior officer; a major (Katsina) had to be appointed governor of the North, while all the other Regions had the luxury of several lieutenant-or full colonels to choose from; losses in the leadership and elites of the South could easily be made up whereas the North would find it a difficult, perhaps impossible, task.


Northern sensibilities were further frayed by the provocative and arrogant behaviour of many of the Ibos living in their midst. Pictures of the dead Sardauna and the triumphant Nzeogwu were displayed in Ibo shops and houses. There were even Ibo songs celebrating the overthrow of the Northern leader; a particularly inflammatory one called ‘Machine Gun’ was later banned, with similarly offensive pictures and posters, by Ironsi’s government.12 However, although popular feeling was mounting against the regime it needed, as always in Nigeria and indeed most parts of Africa, an embittered and determined elite to express it in terms of positive action. The disaffection of the civil servants and the students was swollen by that of the dispossessed Northern politicians who had lost much by the January coup and who, unlike their counterparts in the South, were still at liberty. It is significant that the May killings were confined to the areas where the former ruling party of the North (the Northern People’s Congress) had once held sway and that, by and large, only Eastern Ibos were attacked. The subsequent wave of massacres four months later was to be markedly less discriminate.


The May riots rocked the government. Ironsi, falling back on the classic scapegoat of ‘foreign incitement’ as an explanation for these tragic events, was badly rattled. The Northern governor, Hassan Katsina, rushed back to Kaduna, breaking off a tour of the provinces, and ordered troops to move into the town and shoot rioters on sight. But it was a case of locking the stable door after the horse had bolted. In a valiant public relations operation, Katsina tried to make the new measures appear as innocuous and temporary as he could. He explained that it was merely the army’s way of doing things and did not prejudice future constitutional arrangements. In the first public recognition by a member of Ironsi’s government of the deep-seated anxieties over job and educational inequalities between North and South, Katsina promised to do something about them. In a radical speech to the traditional rulers he stressed that the North’s backwardness was partly its own fault and it would have to pull itself up by its bootstraps or take the consequences. But the national government would help with ‘a crash programme for education and training’. The emirs gave Katsina a secret memorandum, summarising their views, to pass on to Ironsi. Though unpublished, it is believed to have asked for the abrogation of the unification decree, which was rapidly becoming entrenched in Northerners’ minds as the symbol of Southern interference, and for the trial of the ‘January boys’ as a test of the government’s good faith. Ironsi, who was also conducting a back-tracking operation, refused to withdraw the decree or punish the majors but gave the rulers strong assurances of his willingness to consult them and popular opinion on any matters which affected the country as a whole, and there the matter rested.


In the subsequent mythology of the crisis, it is commonly claimed that Ojukwu, the governor of the East, called on the Ibos, fleeing from the North in the wake of the massacres, to return to their homes, only for them to be massacred in much larger numbers the following September. Feelings of deep personal guilt arising from this decision were then used to explain—and justify—his later intransigency in dealing with the Federal government. It is always a shock, I suppose, to find during the course of historical research that events were not as they seemed at the time; that ‘facts’ sometimes melt into thin air. Reporting the war, I, with many others, wrote more than once in the following vein: ‘Ojukwu’s actions must be seen in the mitigating light of his traumatic experience of sending the Ibos back to their deaths in May 1966.’ The curious thing is that Ojukwu never said this—at least not in May or June 1966. He may have thought he said it, or he may have thought it would have been a good thing to have said when he referred to the disturbances six months later. But there is no trace of the ‘call to the Ibos to stay in the North or return there’ in any of his speeches in the aftermath of the May riots.13


An uneasy calm settled over Nigeria. Ironsi continued to try to tighten his hold on the country and hammered away at ‘tribalism’. Southern intellectuals gave him warm support and urged him to press on with unification. Ojukwu, in the East, also advocated swift action: ‘I am personally convinced that a surgical operation is required … and [its] success depends on the promptness, decisiveness and the courage of the doctor—otherwise it may be too late.’14 In the middle of July, Ironsi announced a rotation of the military governors, a plan warmly welcomed by the Southern press but pointedly ignored by the North. He also announced that he was going to tour the Federation at the end of the month and since there had been some criticism of the way he rarely moved out of Lagos, it may have been at least partly in response to this that he decided to travel. In any event, it was to be a fateful journey.


About this time the transfer of several army units was ordered, notably the interchange of the restless 4th Battalion at Ibadan with the 1st in Enugu. For those who were already suspicious of Ironsi’s motives, these troop movements, taken in conjunction with the proposed rotation of the military governors, indicated a tightening of military control and another step along the path to a unitary system of government. Meanwhile, Ironsi, never a man to shirk a physical challenge, set off on his national tour. Paradoxically, he received a big welcome in Kaduna, went on to the University of Zaria where he talked to many of his student critics, and then flew to Kano in the far North. After a short stay in Benin in the Mid-West, he travelled to Ibadan and addressed a national meeting of traditional chiefs. He was due to return to Lagos the next day but during the night of 28th–29th July, the soldiers struck again. Within a few hours Ironsi was dead, his dream of a genuinely united Nigeria, under his soldierly hand, dying with him as the breath left his body.


Ironsi fell because he failed to recognise the strength of the conflicting passions released by the January coup in Nigeria. Caught between a heavy cross-fire, he continued marching bravely but blindly down the crown of the road, neither effecting a cease-fire nor mollifying either of his assailants. Three broad factors, in combination, can be identified as responsible for his downfall. Firstly, he lacked the political judgment and sensitivity indispensable for the situation he inherited; deficiencies in his own character and those of his close advisers are mostly to blame. Brought up in the army, he had little formal education and worked his way up through the ranks to become its first Nigerian commander. A bluff, hard-drinking, extrovert soldier, cast in the British sergeant-major’s mould, he had no tribal complexes of his own—one of the ironies is that if he had had a few he might have been more sensitive to those of others—nor was he as stupid as many of his critics have asserted. But he had a political blind-spot. He saw politics as if through a pair of military binoculars, identifying specific objectives and dashing off to tackle them, oblivious to the infinitely broader and more complex terrain, full of hidden dangers, around him. He felt he could abolish tribalism by decree and assuage regional fears with speeches. In common with many Ibos, he had a passion for dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, thus attracting hostility where a more subtle approach would have avoided it. He clearly meant well and a lot of what he said and did made sense, but it was invariably carried out in the way most calculated to antagonise both his radical and conservative oppositions.15 His own life style did not help. He moved into the State House in Lagos, drove around ostentatiously in the presidential Rolls and his wife called herself ‘Lady Ironsi’—all very much in the manner of the old politicians whom the army had just thrown out. His image was not improved by the cabal of Ibo advisers (notably Francis Nwokedi, Pius Okigbo, the government’s economic adviser, and the Federal attorney general) who stuck close to his side and irresponsibly urged him on with his unification policy. Whatever their motives were, they must share the blame for his downfall and the guilt for his death.


Ironsi’s second major error—and here he had less excuse—was his misjudgment of the mood in the army. Not punishing the ‘January boys’ (even their dismissal from the service would have gone a long way to placate the Northern soldiers) was a fatal mistake. It went against the fundamental military maxim that one unpunished mutiny invariably leads to another, and there was also the simple arithmetic consideration that three-quarters of the rank and file in the army were Northerners who, in the aftermath of the January coup, had shown clearly—and brutally—that they bore no love for their Southern officers.16 Finally, Ironsi and his advisers mistakenly interpreted quiescence in the North for acceptance of their policies. The warning signs came early enough and increased as time went on. The May riots made the point crystal clear but still, in the two months between them and the second coup, Ironsi appeared not to recognise the intensity of the opposition and made no move during that period to give his verbal assurances the tangible credibility that was so needed. He had forgotten, or never learned, one of the basic principles of Nigerian political life propounded in Peter Enahoro’s enchanting and enlightening little book, How to be a Nigerian. ‘No Nigerian arrangement is permanent except that which has been arrived at by negotiated compromise.’






1 The 4th Battalion’s current and former commanding officers (Largema and Kuru Mohammed) both Northerners, had been killed in the coup.







2 Martin Dent, Royal Institute of International Affairs study group papers on material for his forthcoming book, The Military and the Political Process in Nigeria, 1966–68, to be published by the Oxford University Press, London.







3 Daily Times, Lagos, 17.2.1966.







4 The four Regional and the Federal civil services which were independent of each other.
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7 Letter written by Sulemanu Takuma in the New Nigerian (see Kirk-Greene, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 121).
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9 Ironsi’s national broadcast. Federal Min. of Inf., PR. 610/1966, of 24.5.1966.


10 Ibid.







11 David Loshak reporting in The Daily Telegraph from the North at the end of May, 1966, estimated that over 600 people had been killed. (He was later deported by the Ironsi government as was Walter Schwarz, one of the most experienced and balanced of the resident foreign correspondents in Nigeria.) The Eastern government later claimed that ‘over 3,000’ had died but Loshak’s original figure seems to be the more realistic total.







12 Kirk-Greene, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 39, note 2.







13 Two writers (Walter Schwarz, Nigeria, and Frederick Forsyth, The Biafra Story) refer to Ojukwu’s ‘appeal’ to the Ibos to return to the North but quote different sources. Schwarz refers to a ‘broadcast’ while Forsyth pins the ‘appeal’ down to a speech Ojukwu made on 27th June at Nsukka University, welcoming the Emir of Kano as the university’s new chancellor. There is nothing in either of these statements to substantiate the ‘appeal’ nor any mention of it, at that time, in Ojukwu’s Selected Speeches. But Ojukwu frequently referred to it later—in October 1966, at the Aburi meeting in January 1967, and on several other occasions.


14 Ojukwu’s Selected Speeches (Harper and Row, New York, 1969), Vol. I, p. 27, 27.6.1966.







15 Ironsi had some bad luck too: he ordered the release of the popular imprisoned Action Group politicians (Chiefs Awolowo and Enahoro) but he did not live to see them free and his successor received the credit. And whether or not he could have succeeded in imposing a greater unity on Nigeria by acting boldly and quickly after the January coup—before the North rallied against him—must remain a tantalising ‘if’ of history.







16 The crucial break-down of authority in the Nigerian army is examined in more detail in the next chapter.












OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571287376_cover_epub.jpg
John de St.
Jorre

The B?others'
War

Biaira and Nigeria






