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K m  s a r o -w iw a
( 1 9 4 1 - 1 9 9 5 )

M y  Lord 1 h a ve  h e a rd  y o u r  v e rd ic t. 1 have  
b e e n  ro u n d  g u ilty  even  b e fo re  m y tr ia l. D u rin g  
the  t r ia i,  a n  o ff ic ia l o f  th e  F e d e ra l G o v e rn m e n t 

p ro n o u n c e d  me g u ilty  a t  a  co n fe re n c e  in  fa r  
a w a y  G e n e v a , A n d  n o w  th e s e  ve rd ic ts  h a ve  

been  c o n f irm e d /

SOCRATES
[ 4 6 9  - ?  B .C )

T h e re  a re  a  g re a t m a n y  re a s o n s / g e n tle m e n , 
w h y  1 a m  n o t d is tre sse d  b y  this result - !  m ean  

y o u r c o n d e m n a tio n  o f  m e - b u t the  c h ie f 
re a so n  is th a t the  resu lt w a s  no t u n e x p e c te d ...

P R I L U D i
§ 4   ̂ IKE TWO BOXERS T O T A L L Y  S P E N T  AT THE 
tw ilig h t o f a  prolonged bout, the tria l o f K e n  Saro- 
W lw a  and eight other m inority  rights activists had 
d ragged , w ith  both defence and prosecution 
j^w ye rs  w a ltz ing around fh® Port Hercourf sitting 
o f  the Special Disturbances Tribunal set u p  a t the 
w a k e  o f the Ogoni Crisis.

But then something snapped. The defence whiffed 
a mischief and had to withdraw.

O n  o ne  o c ca s io n , a  d e fe n c e  la w y e r w as  a s sa u lte d , w h ile  m uch  
la te r, v ita l docum en ts  tha t c o u ld  h o ve  p u n c tu re d  the o ro s e c u tio n  
fram e-up  w e re  re fused in ev id e n ce .

The g h o s t o f  a  tr ia l th a t had  lin g e re d  on fo r  a b o u t se ve n  m on ths  
w a s  h o w e v e r r if le d  up to  a  fe ve rish  leve l b y  m id  A u g u s t, a n d  b y  
O c to b e r  3 1 , 1 9 9 5  ju d g e m e n t w a s  d e liv e re d  on  th e  m u rd e r  c h a rg e s  
p re fe r re d  a g a in s t the  accused . Toss them  a t the h a n g m a n 's  no o se , 
p re s id in g -J u s tic e  Ib ra h im  A u ta  p ro n o u n c e d .

M u c h  e a r lie r  in his a d d re ss , c o unse l to  the firs t d e fe n d a n t,  M r . 
D . M . K e m e b ig lu 'c o n te n d e d  th a t the  p ro se cu tio n  h ad  n o t m a d e  a n y  ■ 
c o g e n t a lle g a t io n  a g a in s t his c lie n t to  w a rra n t h is c o n v ic t io n , a n d  
u rg e d  th e  tr ib u n a l to  d is c h a rg e  h im . But to  d e te rm in e  th e  su b s ta n ce  
o f  the  c h a rg e s  p re fe rre d  a g a in s t the o thers, the  Judges re lie d  o n ly  on

th e  a rg u m e n ts  o f  the  
p ro s e c u fic n , o w in g  to 
th e  e a r l ie r  fru s tra tio n s  
e n c o u n te re d  b y  th e  
d e fe n c e  la w y e rs , w h ic h  
le d  to  th e ir  w ith d ra w a l 
from  the  t r ia l .

W i t h  a n  in te r ­
p h a se  p e r io d  o f  less 
th a n  a  w e e k ,  th e  
p r o v is io n a l  R u lin g  
C o u n c il (PRC) rose  on  
N o v e m b e r 6  a n d  spoke  
th ro u g h  a  B r ig a d ie r ,  
V ic to r  M a lu ,  G e n e ra l 
O f f ic e r  C o m m a n d in g  
2 n d  M e r c h a n is e d  
D iv is io n  th a t, the  PRC 

u n a n im o u s ly  a c c e p te d  the V e rd ic t o f the  tr ib u n a l. 'W e  w e n t th ro u g h  
a ll the  p a p e rs  in d e ta il a n d  w e  a re  c o m p le te ly  s a tis fie d . ' H e  p ro b a b ly  
fo rg o t to  a d d  th a t 'a l l  the p a p e rs ' e x c lu d e d  ALL the  o th e r  d o c u m e n ts  
the  tr ib u n a l re fused  in e v id e n ce  on b e h a lf  o f  the a c c u s e d .

B ack in  his ce ll a t Bori C a m p , K en p u lle d  h a rd  a t his p ip e  a n d  
fe lt a  p u z z le . Then he su d d e n ly  re a lised  th a t he h a d  n o t l i t  the  to b a c c o . 
H e  sm iled  to h im se lf as the Prison g u a rd  w a s  m a k in g  an  e n try . 'W h a t 's  
the  m a tte r , ' M a le ta , the  sym pathe tic  g u a rd  q u e r ie d . 'I t 's  a lr ig h t  G o d  
w il l  c e rta in ly  in te rv e n e 1, he co nso led .

'H o w  is y o u r  fa m ily 1, Ken f in a lly  s a id , 'I w as  just h o p in g  tha t the

African Quarterly 
on the Arts 
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of the last hours of 
Ken Saro-Wiwcs  ̂
and eight other 
MOSOF activists
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m a n u s c r ip t has g o tte n  to  e ith e r M e th u e n  o r  P e n .. . . '

'W h a t /  th e  g u a rd  e x c la im e d  in  s h o ck , 'd o n 't  
y o u  ever th in k  o f c o m m it t in g  s u ic id e , s e ttin g  y o u rs e lf 
a b la z e  w ith  m e th a n e !'

'I t 's  a lr ig h t ' ,  K en  re p lie d  k n o w in g ly , w ith  a 
sense o f p a th o s . G o d ,  a n o th e r  s im p le  m in d  d e p r iv e d  

^  o f  e d u c a tio n , he re fle c te d . 'S o  h o w  is  y o u r  fa m ily ,

y o u  ta lk e d  a b o u t the  
c h i ld r e n 's  s c h o o l  
fe e s , '  K e n  a s k e d  
a g a in .

'O h , th a n k  yo u  
so m uch , I c a s h e d  
th e  c h e q u e ,  G o d  
b less y o u  a n d  o the rs  
lik e  yo u  in  the  c o u n try  
h e lp in g  y o n d e r  m an  
to  s u rv iv e ,' th e  g u a rd  
re p lie d  a n d  to o k  a  
q u ic k  e x it b e fo re  the  
a r r iv a l o f  th e 'h a w k s ',  VJ 
a  te rm  u s e d  f o r  
h a r d l in e  p r is o n  
o ff ic ia ls .

S in c e  th e
c o n f is c a t io n  o f  h is 
w r i t in g  m a te r ia ls ,  
K en  h a d  u n d e rg o n e  
th e  a g o n y  o f
i m a g i n a r y  
s c r ib b lin g , a  p ro ce ss  
b y  w h ic h  he  e ith e r 
m e n ta lly  c o n s tru c te d  
events a n d  n a rra tiv e s  
o r  b a c k e d  them  up  
b y tra c in g  im a g in a ry  
lines  on  h is  th ig h  o r  
th e  f l o o r .  A  d a y  
b e fo re  h is h a n g in g  ( 

o f w h ic h  he  w a s  y e t to  b e  in fo rm e d , h a d  b e e n  
c o n firm e d  b y  the  PRC), he  g o t in to  h is  p ro lif ic  
e le m e n t a n d  s c r ib b le d  to  o n e  o f h is w iv e s :

M U S S IN G

7 a m  p rese n tly  h o le d  in  a  six b y  s ix  fee t cell. 
M u st b e  just a b o u t ten  fee t in  he igh t. N o  w in d o w , no  
to ilet, no illum ina tio n  a t  a ll. A  ra y  o f  lig h t p ie rce s  in  
through the key ho le  o f  the iron  d o o r - its in d e e d  m y  
ra y  o f  hope. M in d  you , n o t necessarily  the h o p e  o f  
g e tting  o u t o f  here a liv e  b u t m y  o n ly  co n ta c t w ith  the 
liv in g  w orld . A n d  fo r hours, these p a s t fe w  days I've  
h e ld  m y  b o d y  a g a in s t this ra y  o f  hope. It's w arm th  
has been m ore  o f  the m in d  than  p hys ica l. Even m y  
lips, I've  a lso  h e ld  a g a in s t it, in the h o p e  o f  re ­
e nacting  those supp le  w a rm  lips o f  yours I ' l l  fo rever 
miss. O h l ■

African Quarterly 
on the Arts
td c rr tw s

I f  m y p lans  do  come true, indeed , I in te n d  to 
p la n ta  flow er, a sh ru b , no, a  tre e - ju s t a n y  tes tim o n y  
o f  life , a t that, p o in t  w here  the ra y  hits the flo o r. It 
w o u ld  g row , a n d  blossom. It  w o u ld  be  the exp ress ion  
o f  a peop le 's  w ill.  It w ill be  a  testim ony to  a ll  those  
o f  our country  men in quest o f  hum an lib e rty .

Here in m y  hole the f lo o r is d am p, a n d  w e  a re  
supposed  to be  bare-feet. N o t  even when th e  d o c to r  
alarm s the risk to  health. But rea lly , w h a t does it  
m atter? W h a t d iffe rence  does it  m ake  in  a  C o ffin ?  
By the w ay , h ave  yo u  eve r re flec ted  on w h a t w i l l  
becom e o f  this flesh - same flesh th a t h e ld  yo u  in  
Warm em brace? That cu d d le d  you. Lips th a t w ip e d  
y o u r tears. H ands tha t bedecked  yo u r s le e p y  head.

N o w , I am los ing  m y m in d  a n d  I kno w . W a s n 't  
Ig iv in g  an o ve rv ie w  o f  the d ila p id a tio n  c a lle d  a  ce ll?  
Being dam p, i t  oozes a stenchy odour. P erm anent 
ra n c id  odo u r th a t hits the nose a t  e ve ry  turn. W h a t  
else d o 1 you  expect, when y o u  are  m ade to ... a n d  
d in e  in  the same a ir-tigh t enclosure? I h e a r a l l  these  
are  security measures to  p re v e n t o u r  escape. Even i f  
there w as to be  an escape b id , I w o n d e r h o w  I c o u ld  
m andge w ith ou t a  m eal in m y  b e lly ! You p ro b a b ly  
have h e a rd  tha t they've  s to p pe d  my co lle a g u e s ' 
wives too  from  b rin g in g  th e ir meals d ire c tly  to  them . 
But then I kn o w  they cook up stories in  the Press, a n d  
the p u b lic  gets a fee ling they a re  observ ing  hum an  
rights. W ell, pe rh a ps  the Public know s better.

A n d  when n ig h t fa lls? O f  course the re  is a  
sturdy p la n k  screw ed  to  the f lo o r - ju s t on the  sam e  
dam p  flo o r a t the co rne r o p p o s ite  the iro n  d oo r. 
W hen its d inner time, you r m e a l is p ushe d  th ro u g h  
a  hole in the iron door, usually o p e n e d  o n ly  fo r  such  
purposes. It's a lso through this h o le yo u  are e xp e c te d  
to  pass o ff  y o u r inconveniences.

Just last n ig h t as I w as a b o u t g o in g  to  b e d , 
Long A ntena , Ireti, p e e p e d  in.. In the absence  o f  a  
com pan ion , I u rg e d  her on. So she cam e in , lo o k e d  
m e up a n d  p ro b a b ly  conc luded , this o ne  d o e s n 't  
am ount to  much - 1 ' l l  soon square  up w ith  h im  in  the  
grave. 'Those tough-look ing  muscles o f  yo u rs  a re  
o n ly  illusions o f  strength ', she seem ed to h a ve  sa id , 
a n d  d arte d  across the cell ro om , sn iffing  w ith  her 
antenna.

'But I am figh ting  a just cause, a n d  it  s h o u ld n 't 
bo the r m e w he ther H ive  o r d ie ', I  protested.

'W e ll,  it a ll comes to that, the e g o  o f  y o u r ra ce  
is incred ib le . Every loca l, little  indu lgence  o f  yours  
must f in d  some false un iversa l re fe ren ce .'

'You ta lk like  a  'C y n ic , '!  cha rged . 'C yn ic?  
W h a t does tha t im p ly?  Sounds like  c y n a d e /s h e  
asked. 'N o w , n o t exactly  - its this fee ling  o ffe n d in g  
to  triv ia lise  the most urgent con ce rn s .'

A g a in  she lo o ke d  me up a n d  dow n, tw itch e d
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her a n ten na  a n d  p e c k e d  a t  some s tray  ant. 'O h  yes, 
w hen itco n ce rn sy o u r ra ce  it is c a lle d  'C y n ic ',  o r  h o w  
d id  y o u  just describe  it?  But have yo u  e ve r sa t d o w n  
a n d  re fle c te d  on h o w  m uch o f  t h a t 'C y n ic 1 business  
yo u  re so rt to in tre a ting  m ine  a n d  o u r o w n  ra c e ? ' - 
W a tc h in g  from  the C o rn e r o f  her eyes, she a d d e d : 
'You even p a in te d  G o d , the c re a to r o f  a ll  in  y o u r o w n  
im a ge . O h , h o w  selfish yo u  can be. W e  in h a b ite d  the  
p la n e t b e fo re  y o u r A d a m , w hich  e xp la in s  the fu t ility  
o f  y o u r insectic ides on us.'

D a rtin g  a round , she m ade fo r  sneak ing  a w a y  
in to  h e r b u rrow , b u t just then like  o ne  struck b y  a  
thought, lo o ke d  b ack a n d  asked. 'Just n o w  yo u  
c la im e d  you  w ere  fig h tin g  a just cause  - h o w  d o  yo u  
re a lly  m e an ? '

I co u ld  o n ly  m um ble  back, 'yo u  see, these 
p ro b le m s  have been lo n g  w ith  us, long  b e fo re  the  
U nion  Jack w as  low e re d , b u t things g o t w orse  s ince  
the firs t coup. A s  you  can  p ro b a b ly  see, the n e w  
n a tion  has been so b a d ly  b a lkan ise d , yo u  c a n 't  even  
fig u re  o u t a future in the horizon .

'I  te ll yo u  most s in ce re ly  tre ti, the cu rre n t soc ia l, 
e thnic , a n d  re lig io us  b a lka n isa tio n  is a n  a r t if ic ia l 
c re a tio n  o f  o u r ru lin g  elites. It is sup e rfic ia l. It  is 
unrea l. O u r a ttem pt the re fore  is to  redress a ll these 
w ro n g s . N o w  they c la im  tha t w e  m a im ed  o u r o w n  
fo lk s .'

Ire ti lo o ke d  sym pathetic  fo r  the firs t tim e since  
o ur encounter. S osh esa id , 'bu t I h e a rd yo u  p a rt it io n e d  
the self-same country, th a t c a n 't  be  e x p la in e d . '

'N o  it  w a s n 't q u ite  like  that, y o u  p ro b a b ly  
re a lis e d  th a t a ru le b o o k  is as g o o d  as it a llo w s  o ne  
to  b e  h u m a n ', Ken started. 1Laws sho u ld  be  m a de  fo r  
m an, a n d  not the o ther w a y  round . There a re  no f ix e d  
form s in life , w e a re  a ll in e te rn a l flux, a n d  so  sh o u ld  
be  a  n a tion  a n d  its p e rce p tio n  o f  its w e a k  a n d  
defenceless m inorities. Far from  destroying  the nation , 
w e w ere  o n ly  try in g  to .. 'a n d  Ireti d a rte d  in to  h e r 
b u rro w  on sensing som e a p p ro a ch in g  footsteps.

'L o rd , I 'd  been  m us ing  w ith  a  ro a c h , ' a n d  K en 's  
m in d  d r if te d  to  the  E g y p t ia n  p y ra m id s , to  T e w fik  El- 
H a k im , a n d  his Fate o f  a C ocroach . Then he  s m ile d
a g a in .

S A L L O W  W A Y

The n e x t m o rn in g , F r id a y  N o v e m b e r 1 0 , the 
c o n v ic ts  w e re  m o v e d  fro m  B ori C a m p  to  Port H a rc o u r t 
p r is o n . The p a th o s  in  the  re c e p t io n  o f the  new s lie d  in  
the  h a p p in e s s  w ith  w h ic h  th e  co n v ic ts  re c e iv e d  it. A t 
la s t, th e y  th o u g h t, th e y  w e re  b e in g  m oved to  a  c iv i l  
p r is o n . But no t even th e ir  C h ie f Ja ilo r, M a jo r  O b i 
U m a h i, seem ed to  h a v e  b e e n  a w a re  o f th is f in a l h o u r.

O u t o f  the  c a m p , the  B lack  M a r ia  sped  in to  the  
h ig h w a y  le a d in g  to  Port H a rc o u rt. W ith  a d e a fe n in g  
h o w lin g  o f K laxons  w h ic h  ru d e ly  c u t in to  the  s e re n ity  
o f  th e  m o rn in g , th e y  w e re  ra is in g  a h e a d  o f  n in e  
O 'c lo c k ,  w ith  an  escort b e fo re  and  a  P olice  ru m o u re d  
P e rso n n e l C a r r ie r  b e h in d  th e m . Past th e  in it ia l  
b u ild in g s , a  b r id g e , a  w a te r  fron t, pas t the  re c e d in g  
trees , pas t a ll g reens, pas t, past, past, and  b y  1 0 .3 0  
a .m . th e y  m a d e  a  f in a l s top  on  the ta rm a c  o f  the  
c o n c re te  ju n g le  c a lle d  P ort H a rc o u rt P rison.

Look ing  ra ther you th fu l a n d  hearty, the G o v e rn o r 
a ls o  a r r iv e d . A  v id e o  re c o rd e r  h ad  been  b ro u g h t 
a lo n g , a source  sa id , w h ile  a n o th e r o ff ic ia l c o m p la in e d  
a b o u t th e  in d e s c re fio n  o f  fo rg e ttin g  to p a c k  his lunch . 
The m iss ion  h a d  to be  seen a c c o m p lish e d . J o in e d  b y  
o th e r m em bers  o f  the tr ib u n a l, bo th  the  e xe cu tive  a n d  
ju d ic ia l a rm s o f the S ta te  jo in e d  hands , as h a d  b e e n  
d u tifu lly  d o n e  a ll th ro u g h  the  m ock tr ia l, to  w a tc h  the  
e x c it in g , e x tirp a tio n  scene o f m in o r ity  righ ts  ac tiv is ts .

M e a n w h ile , the  ac tiv is ts  w e re  still o b liv io u s  o f  
these d e ve lo p m e n ts , even as th e y  sa t on  a  bench in 
th e  c o r r id o r  o f the c o n d e m n e d  conv ic ts  (CC ) ce ll. 
In d e e d  th e y  w e re  liv in g  on  b o rro w e d  tim e, s ince  tw o  
d a y s  e a r lie r  ins tructions  o f  th e ir  h a n g in g  h a d  b e e n  
g iv e n . But the re  w a s  no  d e a th  w a rra n t a n d  Prison 
o ff ic ia ls  h a d  to re m in d  the  G o v e rn o r  tha t it w a s  a ll 
a b o u t hu m a n  lives.

A  w a rra n t w a s  q u ic k ly  rustled up  but, a g a in , 
p r is o n  o ff ic ia ls  p o in te d  to  the  fa c t th a t the s ig n a to rie s  
w e re  in c o m p le te . A n d  as re p o rts  have  it, a ha rassed  
G o v e rn o r  K om o  h ad  to  in fo rm  A b u ja , w h ic h  fle w  in 
a  b ra n d  n e w  w a rra n t s ig n e d  b y  the  H e a d  o f  the PRC, 
w h ic h  is c o n firm in g  a u th o r ity .

Then, Ken w as  c a lle d  in , a n d  he th o u g h t it w as  
a b o u t b e in g  a llo c a te d  a  c e ll. But then he met a  p r ie s t 
w h o  m u m b le d  s o m e th ing  to  the  e ffe c t o f  p ra y in g  to  
c o m m it his soul to  th e  bosom  o f Jesus the C h ris t. The* 
fa c t th a t th is  p re a c h e r  m a n  c o u ld n 't be  p ra y in g  
a g a in s t fle a -in fe c te d  m attresses in  the  ce ll to  be  
a llo c a te d , d a w n e d  o n  K en. 'S o  this is the id e a , ' he 
f in a lly  fo u n d  his v o ic e . N o  response. H e lo o k e d  the 
p r ie s t s tra ig h t in the  e ye , b u t the la tte r m a d e  a gestu re  
o f ru b b in g  his eyes. Then he su rveyed  the G o v e rn o r, 
o th e r  m il ita ry  a n d  p a ra -m ilita ry  p e rso n n e l, a n d  
m em bers  o f  the tr ib u n a l, b u t his adversa ries  h a d  no" 
c o u ra g e  to  re sp o n d , th e y  c o u ld n 't lo o k  a t h im  e y e b a ll 
to  e y e b a ll.

T hey asked  if  he h a d  a n y  requests, a n d  he 
exp re sse d  w illin g n e s s  to  g iv e  a  p a r tin g  m essage to 
his w ife . T hey  re fu se d . 'T hen , co u ld  yo u  k in d ly  h a n d  
o v e r this p ip e  to m y  9 1 -ye a r d a d ? ' A g a in , they 
re fused .

Ken fe lt a  p a n g  o f a  p ity  fo r  them  a n d  w a s n 't
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"su re  i f  he  s h ou ld  c o nso le  them  fo r  th e ir  loss o f m a n h o o d . T w o  
h u n d re d  m etres a w a y , his y o u n g e r  w ife ,  H a u w a , w a s  still 
w o n d e r in g  w h y  th e y  h a d  n o t a l lo w e d  he r to  d e liv e r  her 
h u s b a n d 's  b re a k fa s t. She w a s  b o th e re d  th a t the  m e a l m ig h t g e t
c o ld .

T hen  in  the  s ilence  o f the g a l lo w  h a ll,  c a m e  a th u n d e ro u s  
c la p , a n d  the h o rd e  o f c o n q u is ta d o rs  s c a m p e re d  in  c o m m o tio n , 
b u t it  w a s  o n ly  a w a lk in g  s tick  th a t fe ll. E m b a rra s se d  b y  th is tu rn  
o f e v e n t, a to p  m il ita ry  b rass  w a s  s a id  to  h a ve  y e lle d : 'g e t  it d o n e  
w ith 1, s w e a t d r ip p in g  d o w n  his n o se . A n d  K en a d d e d , la u g h in g , 
'g e t a h e a d . '

S o  the p r ie s t a g a in , the  c h a rg e - re a d in g  S h e r if f, the  h o o d  
a n d  th e  noose . But the re  w e re  a n u m b e r o f fa lse  starts. In sp ite  o f

the  fa c t th a t the  e q u ip m e n t h a d  b e e n  p u t in  g o o d  c o n -  
le ve r w a s  p u lle d , b u t s o m e h o w  the  t r a p d o o r  re fu s e d  *~ 
n o w  the re  w a s  u tter c o n fo u n d m e n t a n d  fo r  a  w h ile  th e  . ' 
m in d  m ig h t h a ve  w o n d e re d  a n d  re g re tte d  th e  a b s e n c e  c 
c o m m e rc ia l g a llo w s  in the  c o u n try .

Reports have  it th a t Ken h a d  to  b e  le t o f f  fo r  a  • 
the  o the rs  w e re  q u ic k ly  d is p e n se d  w ith .  S o m e h c v  
re tu rn e d , the re  w a s  one  fa lse  s ta rt, a n d  K en  w a s  sa l 
p le a d e d : 'th e  S p ir it o f O g o n i,  le t m e  g o , ' e x u d in g  th e  ; 
o f  S o c ra te s ' las t hour w h e n  he p ro c la im e d : ' I te ll 
e x e cu tio n e rs , th a t as soon as I a m  d e a d , v e n g e a n c e  
u p o n  y o u  w ith  a  pun ishm en t fa r  m o re  p a in fu l th a n  y o u  
m e . ' GR
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