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The resilience, the wonderfulness, the energy—Nigeria can be compared favourably with the United States of America. I put it crudely sometimes that if you know how to package shit, you can sell it in Nigeria. I want this country to be the first black superpower.




BOLA IGE




The only difference between South Africa and Nigeria is that here you have a group of blacks who don’t make up ten percent of the population but control the economy, while the majority are poor.




BASHIR KURFI




This is an example of a country that has fallen down; it has collapsed. This house has fallen.




CHINUA ACHEBE
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Preface


We have essentially relations of raw power in which right  tends to be coexistensive with power and security depends  on the control of power. The struggle for power, then , is  everything and is pursued by every means.





CLAUDE AKE




As dusk faded into a hot humid night, the orange glow of multiple gas flares danced across the skyline over the southeastern city of Port Harcourt, the unofficial capital of black Africa’s biggest oil industry. A major traffic jam, or “go-slow” in local parlance, gripped the Old Aba Road near the entrance to the headquarters of the most powerful company in Nigeria, the Shell Petroleum Development Corporation, the local subsidiary of Royal/Dutch Shell. On both sides of the route, three lines of vehicles, ranging from motorbikes and cars to oil tankers belching thick clouds of diesel fumes, jockeyed to squeeze into one lane of pure gridlock. Seemingly oblivious to the deafening cacophony of horns, young boys bobbed and weaved through the obstacle course of metallic congestion, hawking food and drink. Drivers switched off their engines to preserve fuel as passengers piled out of minibuses and taxis, convinced that it would be faster to walk.



I was on my way to see a Shell public relations officer when the go-slow tightened its embrace on my taxi, a ramshackle Peugeot 504 constantly filled with smoke from a leaky exhaust pipe. The second the vehicle came to a halt in the middle of the intersection, policemen and soldiers armed with rifles emerged from the darkness and gathered around menacingly. My driver, a normally mild-mannered man named John, with the impressive title of vice president of the Airport Drivers Association, was on the verge of losing his cool. The police ordered him to move our car, but it was impossible to advance; neither fore nor aft was there a foot to spare. Suddenly a policeman in a black uniform reached through the driver’s window and delivered a wicked right jab to the side of John’s face. With lightning speed, John, a wiry welterweight, sprang out of the car and had the policeman by the throat, spitting mortal threats in his face. The policeman countered with a left hook that barely missed and reached for his sidearm. “I will kill you!” screamed John, outgunned but not undaunted. “I will never forget your face! Some place, I will find you when you are out of that uniform. I will kill you!”



The policeman, still groping for the pistol, called on his colleagues to haul John off to the station. The soldiers who were watching the scene stood well clear. When I requested their help, one young trooper smiled and winked as if to say there was no cause for concern; it would all blow over. After several more minutes of fire and brawling, however, the soldiers realized that the fracas was causing the go-slow to go even slower, and they moved with remarkable gentleness to separate the combatants.



John climbed back in—still hurling verbal howitzer blasts and trembling with anger—restarted the engine, and inched the car down the hill. “Stupid man! Just because he has a gun, he thinks he can treat me anyhow, without respect,” he said, spittle flying from his lips. “It is like this all over Nigeria. Ignorant people with guns.”



I had witnessed a similar scene the week before in Lagos, a sprawling commercial center and black Africa’s biggest city, with some ten million people. In the middle of Akin Adesola Street, the broad thoroughfare that bisects Victoria Island, the posh residential and business district, two soldiers stood in front of a pair of hapless middle-aged men who were crawling on their knees with their hands behind their heads as if they were prisoners of war. The soldiers took turns punching them in the face as they shuffled along, and dirt and pebbles from the road ground into their already bloody legs. Motorists and shoppers passed by, but no one dared to upbraid the soldiers; they were a law unto themselves.



As the minutes passed, I could sense John’s resentment of his own powerlessness, of the utter arbitrariness of life. He could just as easily have been gunned down in the middle of the road. Shootings of civilians by police and soldiers, as well as of police by soldiers and soldiers by police, were common. But given the level of tension in the society, I often felt surprised that confrontations were not more frequent. In Nigeria brinkmanship has evolved into an art form. “I will never forget that face,” John growled. “I will find him.” I did not believe him. He had a wife, two children, and, however difficult and poorly paid, a full-time job. A face-off with an armed cop was not worth the risk. It was the same calculation most Nigerians made when weighing up the pros and cons of rebellion against their government.



John gradually calmed down as we rambled along in his fume-filled Peugeot to my appointment with the Shell public relations man, Bobo Brown. Bobo was the former editor of Sunray, a respected newspaper in Port Harcourt that had collapsed in financial troubles. With few well-paid prospects, he took a community relations job to help Shell deal with what had become a low-intensity revolt by the destitute villagers in the Niger River delta who live atop the colossal reservoirs of oil the company extracts for export to Europe and the United States.



Bobo was staying at the Shell Club, a sprawling recreational complex the company sponsors for its employees, their families, and the elite of Port Harcourt. It features living quarters, restaurants, bars, satellite television, tennis courts, and a regulation soccer field. As Bobo and I strolled on a lush lawn at the back of the club, he said with an ironic chuckle, “You see Shell spends a lot of money to build all this, so that for a while we can forget that the rest of Nigeria is out there. But of course Nigeria is always there.”



We walked over to a bar by the tennis courts, and Bobo ordered two tear-inducing bowls of pepper soup and a couple of jumbo bottles of Gulder beer. Under the court floodlights, I told Bobo of John’s encounter with the police—Bobo was not surprised—and that led to a broader discussion about what had gone so wrong in Nigeria. The way Bobo described it, Nigeria was suffering from a sort of national psychosis. Political and military leaders were corrupt, crime was seen by many as a legitimate avenue for advancement, and people in search of solutions were turning inwards to ethnic prejudice and religious bigotry. “There is a complete split between power and moral right, and unless you have access to power, you have nothing. Everyone is seeking instant gratification. No one is prepared to think of the future.” He laughed regretfully. “Nigeria,” he said, “is the land of no tomorrow.”




[image: i_Image2]


To most outsiders, the very name Nigeria conjures up images of chaos and confusion, military coups, repression, drug trafficking, and business fraud. It remains a mystery to all but a handful of academics and diplomats. The international media generally shun Nigeria because it is a difficult place to work, and it is not easy for journalists to sell the story to editors in New York, Atlanta, or London. Nigeria does not present a cut-and-dried moralistic tale of the South African type about an evil racial minority suppressing heroic resistance fighters. So from time to time Nigeria drifts across our television screens and into the world’s public consciousness, only to fade back out again.



We, the outside world, ignore Nigeria at our peril, and we are ill served when our governments demonstrate such indifference. From almost any point of view, Nigeria truly matters. However deep it has sunk into a mire of corruption, repression, and economic dilapidation, Nigeria remains one of the world’s strategic nations. It is the biggest trading partner the United States has in Africa. It is the fifth largest supplier of oil to the U.S. market, where its low-sulfur Bonny Light crude is especially prized because it is easily refined into gasoline. As the world’s tenth most populous country, Nigeria represents an inherently sizable market that could provide trade opportunities for North American and European companies. It is a vast land, stretching from the dense mangrove swamps and tropical rain forests of the Atlantic coast to the spectacular rocky outcrops of the interior and the wide belt of savanna that finally melts into the arid rim of the Sahara desert. Its 120 million people are an extraordinary human potpourri of some three hundred ethnic groups that represent one out of six Africans. Nigeria is Africa’s equivalent to Brazil, India, or Indonesia. It is the pivot point on which the continent turns.



Designed by alien occupiers and abused by army rule for three-quarters of its brief life span, the Nigerian state is like a battered and bruised elephant staggering toward an abyss with the ground crumbling under its feet. Should it fall, the impact will shake the rest of West Africa. The Liberian civil war cost tens of thousands of lives and hundreds of millions of dollars in U.S. taxpayer money. Liberia’s entire population is less than half that of Lagos alone.



Nigerians from all walks of life are openly questioning whether their country should remain as one entity or discard the colonial borders and break apart into several separate states. Ethnic and religious prejudices have found fertile ground in Nigeria, where there is neither a national consensus nor a binding ideology. Indeed, the spread of virulent strains of chauvinism in Nigeria is part of a worldwide phenomenon playing out in Indonesia, the Balkans, the former Soviet Union, and a host of other African nations. This sort of politicized tribalism, a constant companion to the modern version of globalization, poses a grave threat to international peace and stability. With ever growing frequency, wars are fought not between states but within them. The conflict is neighbor against neighbor, us against them, always the menacing Other, whether the differences are racial, religious, or linguistic.



And although Nigeria shares this explosion of animosity with other states, it remains unique. It provides the story line for one of the great epics of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The landscape for the unfolding human drama is a giant, heaving, multiethnic symbol of the archetypal Third World basket case. Since winning independence from Britain in 1960, Nigeria has witnessed at least one million deaths in Africa’s biggest civil war, the assassination of two government leaders, six successful coups and four failed ones, and thirty years of army rule. Yet somehow the country has stayed together, despite decades of government by a clique of military and civilian elite who have behaved, to borrow a phrase from the eminent Africa historian Basil Davidson, like “pirates in power.” They are modern equivalents of the African warlords of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who built up wealthy kingdoms by selling millions of their people to the Europeans in the Atlantic slave trade. In their current incarnation, they sell their resources— oil in the case of Nigeria—instead of human beings.



Very little trickles down. In the official arenas of international discourse—the United Nations, the World Bank, the media— Nigeria is known as a “developing nation,” a phrase that conjures up images of economic progress of the sort experienced by the West or among the Asian “tigers.” Nigeria, like so many countries in Africa, is patently not a developing nation. It is underdeveloping. Its people are worse off now than they were at independence. The numbers speak for themselves. Despite some $300 billion in export revenues since the discovery of oil in the late 1950s, seven of every ten Nigerians live on less than $1 a day. Literacy is below that of the Democratic Republic of Congo. Gross domestic product per capita is lower now than it was before the beginning of the oil boom of the 1970s. Just to return to the living standards of that time, the economy would have to grow by an unlikely 5 percent per year until 2010. The value of the national currency, the naira, has fallen from $2 to less than a penny. The foreign debt stands at $32 billion. The World Bank ranks Nigeria as the thirteenth poorest country in the world. The 1999 UN human development index gives it a slightly better though still disheartening score, 146th out of 174. The UN Center for Human Settlements (Habitat) predicts that Lagos will be the world’s fifth most populous urban center by 2015, with a population of twenty-three million.



In May 1999, after a sixteen-year stretch of military rule, Nigeria appeared ready to turn a new page. A civilian government headed by a former head of state and war hero, retired General Olusegun Obasanjo, and his vice president, Atiku Abubakar, took office, but much damage had already been done. Obasanjo assumed the helm of an ailing ship of state almost totally lacking in morality or legitimacy. The government spends up to half of its annual budget on salaries of an estimated two million federal, state, and local government workers, yet the civil service remains paralyzed, with connections and corruption still the fastest way to getting anything done. The armed forces are equally in a shambles. Up to 75 percent of the army’s equipment is broken or missing vital spare parts. The navy’s fifty-two admirals and commodores outnumber serviceable ships by a ratio of six to one. The air force has 10,000 men but fewer than twenty functioning aircraft. Colonial Nigeria was designed in 1914 to serve the British Empire, and the independent state serves as a tool of plunder by the country’s modern rulers. Nigerians spend a good part of their lives trying to get the better of the government for their own benefit or that of their family, their village, or their region. Rare is the head of state who acts on behalf of the entire nation. The people are not so much governed as ruled. It is as if they live in a criminally mismanaged corporation where the bosses are armed and have barricaded themselves inside the company safe. Nigeria’s leaders, like the colonialists before them, have sucked out billions of dollars and stashed them in Western banks.



Millions of Nigerians, including much of the cream of the educated and business elite, have fled their country to escape impoverishment and political repression. Most live in the United States and Europe, although almost every country has a Nigerian community. Nigerian drug syndicates, aided in part by the large diaspora, have carved out a dominant share of the world market. They rank among the top importers of heroin and cocaine into the United States, and they have penetrated major African markets, such as Kenya and the nations in southern Africa. Nigeria does not itself produce such drugs, but Nigerians, brilliant traders, have stepped in to fulfill the world demand.



At the turn of the century, Nigeria was home to approximately sixty million youths under the age of eighteen, seething with frustration over the lack of academic and job opportunities that just three decades before appeared to be within reach of their parents. They represent Nigeria’s equivalent to what South Africa calls its “lost generation,” that huge army of frustrated youth who lack the tools to face the demands of a modern economy. In South Africa they were the products of the apartheid system and of the weapons of the struggle—school boycotts, strikes, guerrilla warfare—employed to overthrow it. In Nigeria the blame for its lost generation falls squarely on the shoulders of its people’s leaders—corrupt military dictators and their civilian accomplices—who over the past quarter of a century have humbled a once proud nation through outright incompetence and greed.



Whether we know it or not, almost everyone is touched by the Nigerian crisis. The violent rebellion in the mangrove swamps of the oil-rich Niger delta region means that the gasoline sold at filling stations in the United States and Europe is almost literally stained with Nigerian blood. Nigeria reaches the most unlikely of places. The modest knitting shop where my mother works in a suburb of Louisville, Kentucky, received a form letter from a Dr. Jubril Akeh offering to share $45.5 million garnered from a corrupt business deal in Nigeria. All the knitting shop had to do was to provide the details of its bank account—but the whole deal was a con in which the swindler, once in possession of those details, would drain the account. It was the classic Nigerian confidence trick, commonly known as “419” after the statute that deals with business fraud. The extraordinary part is that someone always takes the bait. Nigerian con artists send millions of such letters to businesses and individuals around the world every year. They cost the United States and Britain as much as $500 million a year. In the United States, the “419” scams have become the number three form of Internet fraud.



Nigeria could, however, follow another path. Its potential is huge. Its tremendous wealth, if properly channeled, holds out the hope that a stable government could unleash the unquestioned energy and talent that pulsates through the rich ethnic mosaic. The human capital is there. Thousands of Nigerian professionals are well educated and skilled enough to drive the country forward.
 Anyone who has visited Nigeria’s markets and witnessed its people endure the constraints of bad government and the sinking economy can testify to the country’s resilience.



Nigeria was once the premier African voice, taking principled stands in the face of fierce Western opposition over important issues such as the immorality of white minority rule in Rhodesia, now independent Zimbabwe, and South Africa. During the Abacha years, Nigeria lost its position through its own inept leadership to Nelson Mandela’s South Africa. In West African trouble spots such as Liberia and Sierra Leone, Nigeria has played the role of regional peacekeeper while Western nations and the United Nations have dawdled. Nigerian troops served in the Allied cause in the Second World War, and they have participated in some of the major peacekeeping efforts ever since, from the Congo crisis in the 1960s to Lebanon, Somalia, and Bosnia.



Under Obasanjo, Nigeria has reclaimed some of its diplomatic glory. In 2002 it played a lead role along with South Africa and Senegal in the formation of the Africa Union to replace the Organization of African Unity and provide the continent with a road map to economic and political integration. Obasanjo led African efforts, however much in vain, to find a compromise between the Robert Mugabe government and the opposition in Zimbabwe. Western leaders regularly seek Nigeria’s views and support on everything from world trade talks to the September 11 attacks on the United States.



Among its writers Nigeria boasts a Nobel Laureate, Wole Soyinka; the Booker Prize winner Ben Okri; Chinua Achebe, whose Things Fall Apart is arguably Africa’s best piece of postcolonial literature; and rising young talents such as the playwright Biyi Bandele Thomas. Nigerian professors grace university campuses across the United States and the world. Internationally renowned singers such as Sade and Seal hail from Nigeria, as do African music superstars as the late Fela Kuti and King Sunny Ade. And artistic excellence is not new to Nigeria. Terra-cotta figures discovered at a tin mine in the northern village of Nok are believed to have been produced around 450 B.C. Now they are on regular tours of museums in the United States and Europe.



In sports Nigerians regularly compete for the world’s top honors. There are Nigerians playing in the National Basketball Association (NBA); the best-known of them, Hakeem “The Dream” Olajuwon, led the Houston Rockets to two championships. Nigerians can be found in the National Football League (NFL), even though football is a sport not even played in Nigeria. For me, a young soccer player named Nwankwo Kanu sums up the potential of Nigeria to turn adversity into achievement. I remember watching the tall, thin Kanu bounding gracefully as he led Nigeria to victory in the under-seventeen World Cup in 1993. He went on to sign with the Dutch team Ajax, which then won two European club championships. During the 1996 Olympic games in United States, Kanu inspired Nigeria to capture the gold medal, scoring twice in the amazing 4 to 3 semifinal comeback win against Brazil. Then he joined the great Italian team, Internazionale of Milan. During a routine medical checkup, doctors detected a heart defect. Kanu would never play again, they said. Undeterred, he traveled to Cincinnati, Ohio, where doctors inserted a plastic valve in his heart. Two years later he was playing for Nigeria in the World Cup in France, and he now stars for the English League 2002 championship team Arsenal. In December 1999 Kanu was named African Footballer of the Year.



But the national soccer team also perfectly reflects the state of the country. Blessed with inventive, at times spellbinding skill, the team, except for the Olympic victory, rarely lives up to expectations. It plays too often not as a cohesive unit but as a collection of individuals pursuing their own paths, constantly bickering over who is to run the show and how much the players, many of whom are Europe-based millionaires, will be paid.



The world first cast its attention on Nigeria with the outbreak of the 1967–1970 Biafran civil war, in which the eastern part of the country attempted to secede. Up to one million people died. The images of starving, sticklike children brought, for the first time, the stark reality of a humanitarian disaster in Africa to living rooms around the world. Yet despite expressions of international concern about genocide, including one from the pope, the end of the war actually witnessed few massacres. Indeed, after the Biafrans’ surrender, Nigeria proved that it could set new standards in compassion. The government’s policy of “No victors, no vanquished” was a remarkable achievement and has played a critical role ever since in keeping the country from splitting apart. The journalist John de St. Jorre, in his excellent chronicle of the conflict, The Nigerian Civil  War, wrote, “in the history of warfare there can rarely have been such a bloodless end and such a merciful aftermath.”1



Chinua Achebe, in his book The Trouble with Nigeria, wrote, 



It is totally false to suggest, as we are apt to do, that Nigerians are fundamentally different from any other people in the world. Nigerians are corrupt because the system under which they live today makes corruption easy and profitable; they will cease to be corrupt when corruption is made difficult and inconvenient. ...The trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of leadership. There is nothing basically wrong with the Nigerian character. There is nothing wrong with the Nigerian land or climate or water or air or anything else. The Nigerian problem is the unwillingness or inability of its leaders to rise to the responsibility, to the challenge of personal example which are the hallmarks of true leadership. ...I am saying that Nigeria can change today if she discovers leaders who have the will, the ability and the vision.2



Sadly, this was written almost twenty years ago. Things have continued to fall apart. Of course, focusing on leadership alone misses the point. As Ishola Williams, a liberal-minded retired Nigerian general who now works with the Berlin-based anticorruption group Transparency International, notes, “A leader does not come from heaven; he comes from a group of people. If the people are good followers, they will choose the right leader.”
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I lived in Nigeria as a foreign correspondent for two years, from 1991 to 1993, and returned often on reporting assignments, and in mid–1998 I began a series of visits to gather material for this book. Nigeria has proved to be by far the most confounding, frustrating, and at the same time engaging place I have ever visited. It simply overwhelms the senses, one of those rare examples in which the sum of its parts is, at least to date, immensely greater than the whole. It is a work in progress, though one is never too sure whether it is being assembled or torn apart.



This book is by no means a comprehensive account of Nigerian history. That would involve decades and many volumes. Rather, its purpose is to portray the most intractable crisis points and the ethnic and regional tensions threatening the survival of what is perhaps the largest failed state in the Third World. Nigeria provides a stark lesson. As late as the 1980s, a long spell of good government and modest economic growth might have provided the breathing space and the common interest for Nigerians to feel it was worth continuing as one country, however artificial its origins. Now things have declined too far for that. Nigeria is on an altogether more dangerous trajectory. The only long-term solution in Nigeria to the crises that arise in a multiethnic state is for the various parties, however many they may be, to sit down and negotiate how they want to govern themselves and how they want to share their resources, and to decide whether they ultimately want to live together. Until they begin that process of internal reconciliation, at best Nigeria will lurch from crisis to crisis. At worst it will fall apart. Three years of civilian government have passed since Obasanjo took office, and Nigeria has survived as a single nation, but only just.



In chapter 1 I start with Olusegun Obasanjo’s inauguration in 1999 as president and the military’s withdrawal to the barracks. The ceremony itself provides an opportunity to sketch a brief history of what in fact was a colonial construct and of the rapid rise and fall of what was to be independent Africa’s “showcase for democracy.” This chapter highlights a major theme of this book, a theme that I believe applies beyond Nigeria to much of Africa: The primary task facing Nigeria’s leaders is to convince the majority of their people that the government exists to serve rather than to prey upon them. Turning John F. Kennedy’s appeal on its head, Nigerians need to know what their country can do for them, whether Nigeria itself is a worthwhile enterprise, before the country can hope to be prosperous and stable.



From the vantage point of Makoko, one of Nigeria’s worst slums, the next chapter highlights Nigerian democracy in action. The recent election bringing Obasanjo to power betrays the shallow roots of democratic practice in Nigeria and shows that the vote often has little meaning other than the opportunity to promote the champion of one’s ethnic group or region. This section also provides an encounter with the “lost generation” of youths who I believe provide the cutting edge of the forces of ethnic division and instability in every region of the country.



chapter 3 centers on an encounter with the one man who epitomizes military rule in Nigeria, the retired general and former head of state Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida. In talking with Babangida, it becomes clear that Nigeria’s armed forces have been transformed from a military in the conventional sense to an armed political party. From his stately mansion on a hilltop overlooking his home town of Minna, Babangida explains his involvement in every military coup since the 1970s and why he decided to annul the 1993 presidential elections, a decision that plunged Nigeria into a crisis from which it has not yet recovered.



The ongoing unrest in the Niger delta region, which calls into question the very unity of Nigeria, is the subject of chapters 4 and 5. Millions of impoverished people, mainly farmers and fishermen, live side by side, often in heavily polluted environments, with some of the world’s richest oil petroleum deposits. I look at the dramatic case of Ken Saro-Wiwa, the author and playwright whose leading role in a campaign for a greater share of the oil wealth, a cleanup of the environment, and political autonomy for his minority Ogoni people ended with his execution by hanging in 1995. Since then a newer and potentially far more dangerous rebellion has erupted among the Ijaw people, the biggest ethnic group in the region, over their demands for control over their political future and the resources found on their land. Yet amid all the chaos, I visit a remarkable development project among one of the Ijaw clans that holds out hope of a model for development for the rest of the country.



The next four chapters focus on the deep ethnic and regional tensions that since independence and still today put in question Nigeria’s right to exist as a single nation. Through visits with Islamic intellectuals and radicals in the north, leaders of the minority tribes in the politically explosive middle region, and the Yorubas calling for an independent republic in the southwest, I look at the various strains that are pulling Nigeria apart. In chapter 9 I visit a church on the outskirts of Lagos where a Christian preacher who claims to be able to heal everything from infidelity to AIDS has attracted a massive following. This church provides a unique window through which to view the explosion of Pentecostal churches tapping into the deep veins of human desperation.



Finally, I visit eastern Nigeria to see how enterprising Igbo businessmen have coped with the aftermath of the Biafran civil war and their perception of marginalization from the national political scene. There, on the side of a highway, I encounter a group of crippled civil war veterans who are living symbols of what can happen when politicized tribalism goes mad.



Hopefully the nation’s divisions will never reach that point again. Like John, my taxi driver in Port Harcourt, Nigeria has shown an uncanny ability to pull back from the brink. And like the soccer player Nwankwo Kanu, Nigeria has the potential to rebound from adversity. As it did in the aftermath of the Biafran war, Nigeria holds valuable lessons, for good or ill. With luck, perhaps this time it might prove that a multiethnic state can survive, despite a history of corruption, violence, and poor governance, and even thrive.



The journalist Seye Kehinde, in an interview for the weekly magazine The News, asked me if it wasn’t difficult for a foreign journalist to operate in Nigeria. Logistics, I agreed, are difficult and time consuming. Communications, even making a local telephone call, are always a problem. Water is scarce, as is often fuel, and the electricity is cut so regularly that the Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) routinely has to broadcast a warning—“We are changing our power supply. Please bear with us”—sometimes before it goes off the air altogether. But in general, I said to his obvious surprise, Nigeria is the easiest place in Africa, if not the world, for a writer to work, for the simple reason that Nigerians love to talk. Everyone has an opinion and is willing—and on occasion demands—to share it. As boisterous as the place can be, however, Nigeria’s biggest problem is that Nigerians never talk to each other. Or perhaps they don’t listen to each other enough. They are going to have to now.



Soyinka once described Nigeria as “the open sore of the continent.” 3 But in this age of globalization, Nigeria’s influence extends well beyond Africa, as the hard facts of its role in international crime and the drug trade attest. If Nigeria remains trapped in the quicksand of political malaise, economic decline, and ethnic rivalry, the world will be worse off for it.
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For me the journey to Nigeria began on a Sunday night in October 1991. I admit to having felt somewhat intimidated. Friends and acquaintances, especially West Africans, reveled in repeating legends about people landing at Lagos airport and being forced to bribe immigration officials to secure entry into the country. “Where’s your visa?” meant where’s the “dash,” the cash. I had been working in Africa for the previous five years as a reporter, mainly in the countries surrounding South Africa, such as Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Angola, when my newspaper decided it was time to cover Nigeria seriously and establish an office in Lagos. The foreign press corps was, as it is today, tiny. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and only two of the major news wire services, Reuters and Agence France-Presse, ran bureaus in Lagos. The biggest U.S. news agency, the Associated Press, covered Nigeria with stringers and occasional brief visits by staff writers. The correspondent of the sole foreign newspaper, the Financial Times, had been expelled earlier in the year for reporting the disappearance of several billion dollars earned from an oil price boom caused by the Gulf War.



I arrived from Harare, Zimbabwe, flying Balkans Airlines of Bulgaria. The aircraft’s sudden, slightly dizzying descent was the signal for the young woman sitting next to me to fasten her seat belt and gaze out the window at the vast panorama of light rising sharply from the ground below. She was the wife of a Nigerian diplomat stationed in Harare, and she assured me that Nigeria was nothing like Zimbabwe. “A beautiful country,” she said, returning her eyes to the window. I agreed that Zimbabwe was lovely, but she immediately corrected me. “Nigeria!” she insisted. “Zimbabwe is nice, but it is too quiet. It’s not Africa, you know. Nigeria is the real Africa.” It was an assertion I had heard often from Nigerian acquaintances in southern Africa. The journalist Sully Abu, who was based in Harare for the Nigerian African Guardian magazine in the late 1980s, used to enjoy chiding me, asking when I was going to experience the real Africa, Nigeria. By comparison, he would say, southern Africa was still too colonized, too recently free from foreign rule to represent the authentic Africa.



I left the plane and walked briskly in an undeclared race to reach immigration. The first sign of trouble appeared while I was waiting in line in the arrivals hall. Several gentlemen dressed in flowing robes demanded to inspect our passports. They were on the prowl for someone who had the misfortune of arriving in Lagos without a proper visa. When one skinny little man found nothing amiss in mine, his face immediately broke into a welcoming smile, and he offered to smooth the way for me.



It was at this point that the diplomat’s wife intervened and shouted at him to “disappear from my face.” The man cowered and attempted a retort, but the woman, who had metamorphosed from a gentle traveling companion into a very aggressive guardian, hissed, “Disappear!” He hastily carried out her order. Leaning over, she whispered in my ear, “Show your passport only to the man in uniform and after him to the immigration workers behind the counters. Anyone else is a tout.” By tout she meant thief, panhandler, con artist, someone who lived by his or her wits, by receiving payment, the ubiquitous “dash,” for nothing more than walking a person from A to B or simply handling travel documents before passing them on to the legitimate authority.



After filling out my landing card, I handed over my passport and ticket to an immigration official behind the counter. After a few minutes of jostling with my equally anxious fellow passengers, a woman shouted “Maier!” I presented myself sheepishly. She slapped the documents into my hand and said, “You are welcome.” Giddy from the surprising ease with which I breezed through immigration, I descended the stairs to the baggage arrivals. The utter chaos of the scene took my breath away. The rest of the passengers had taken up positions around the conveyor belt, their feet planted firmly. They were fending off dozens of young men thrusting forward a bewildering array of supposedly official airport badges and pestering them for the privilege of carrying their luggage through customs. The diplomat’s wife stood a few feet away embracing relatives, and within minutes she had collected her belongings and headed toward customs. As she passed me, she asked, “Do you have any money?”



“Yes.”



“More than $5,000?”



“No.”



“That’s fine. When the customs man asks how much, you say less than $5,000. That’s the limit, and they can’t check you.”



She paused for a moment and then asked if she should wait to see that I cleared customs all right. I assured her that I wouldn’t have any problem. I had been traveling in Africa for five years, I said confidently. “Ah, yes,” she smiled mischievously, “but this is Nigeria.” Again, I declined her offer and thanked her for the advice. “Okay then, welcome to Nigeria,” she boomed jovially and departed. Unfortunately, the customs officers must have heard her. For when I lifted my bags onto the inspection desk fifteen minutes later, they knew they were dealing with a novice.



“Anything to declare?” inquired a giant of a man as he adjusted his belt around his wide girth.



“No, nothing.”



“Any money?”



“Less than $5,000,” I replied with the poised smile of a seasoned Nigeria traveler. He frowned, but only briefly.



“Electronic equipment?”



An internal tremor chased the smile from my face. “Well, as a matter of fact, I have a computer; I’m a visiting journalist.”



He beamed with satisfaction. “Let me see.”



I hoisted my computer bag toward the counter. It never landed. Within a blink of an eye, his hand replaced mine on the handle, and my computer bag continued its journey to some unseen location behind him. “Permit? Import permit?”



“Import permit? For what?”



“Computer,” he said looking through me. “It’s the law.”



“But the computer is old, it is for my work, and I am a visiting journalist.”



“You could sell it in Lagos.”



“But it is the instrument of my work. Surely I wouldn’t sell it.”



 “The law is the law.”



“But this makes no sense,” I said, rather rashly in hindsight.



He frowned and barked, “Either pay for the permit or leave now. You are delaying the other passengers.”



Someone bumped my leg with a suitcase, and I turned to see a line of mainly Nigerian passengers in a virtual wrestling match, desperate to push through the customs checkpoint with the greatest possible speed.



“But how much is the permit?” I asked.



Someone behind me giggled. The customs man broke into a wide grin. “Five thousand naira,” he said.



I made the calculation. “But that’s nearly $300,” I said, incredulous. “It’s an old computer, and it’s not worth $300.”



“Five thousand naira,” he repeated, and then ordered, “Either pay or move on.”



Assuring the customs man that I would return, I retreated temporarily to consider my position. Pushing through the door to the front hall of the airport, I entered another sea of bedlam. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people filled the room, more touts with their bogus airport badges, relatives of the arriving passengers, taxi drivers, soldiers, policemen, a complete cross-section of society straining toward some ill-defined goal. Uniformed men detailed to keep order periodically surged toward the crowd and smacked their whips across the backs of a few unfortunates.



I ended up standing out of harm’s way in the corner next to a barrel-chested Belgian businessman who looked upon me with sympathetic eyes. “First time?” he asked.



“Yes.” I quickly explained my dilemma over the computer, and he nodded knowingly.



“The only thing you can do is get back in there and negotiate,” he said. I was collecting my wits in preparation for a return when he pulled me aside. “One more thing. Is someone meeting you?”



“No.”



“Well, then be sure to ask for taxi number one. Don’t get into any car unless it is taxi number one—the first one in the taxi rank. On my first visit I failed to find taxi number one, and a few miles from the airport, I found myself standing on the roadside, with no money, no luggage, and no clothes. I was standing on the street completely naked. So remember, taxi number one.”



By now, the queue at customs was thinning out, and with the time nearing 11:00 P.M., most of the airport was shutting down for the night. I approached the towering customs man and asked for a word. Even though I disagreed in principle, I was prepared to pay for the computer permit. But I told him that 5,000 naira was simply too high a price for an old computer that was hardly worth that amount. “How much?” he asked suspiciously.



“Five hundred naira,” I said. That was more than enough for a well-used computer that was my instrument of work in the first place.



“Not serious,” he retorted with a dismissive air. “Three thousand naira,” he said. The negotiations had started; we had opened a line of communications.



“Eight hundred,” I countered. He laughed loudly and broke into a warm, almost fatherly smile, shaking his head. I told him I was going to the currency exchange bureau and would be back in a moment.



I returned and placed 1,000 naira, about $60 at the official exchange rate at the time, in the open palm of my hand. He slowly reached for the cash, but I took a step back. “My computer, please.” He retrieved the laptop from its hiding place behind the counter and handed it to me. Again, he reached for the money. I sidestepped him and said I needed a receipt for the transaction.



“A receipt?” he asked in disbelief.



“Yes, a receipt,” I said, so that in the future, I would not have to go through this process again. The fatherly smile returned.



At the customs office, the officer on duty duly wrote out a permit worth 1,000 naira for the importation of a Toshiba laptop computer. As I left the room, the customs officer was waiting.



“Need a taxi? This way.” We reached the sidewalk, and the customs man handed me over to a captain in smart khaki and a green beret to act as my guide to the taxi rank. Before departing, the customs man and I shook hands as if we were longtime friends.



The captain led me to a gaggle of men who claimed to be taxi drivers, pushing and shoving each other to the point where fisticuffs appeared imminent.



“Taxi number one,” I said, jerking my bags from several men who insisted on helping me. The captain looked at me impatiently. “Taxi number one,” I insisted. As we reached the first car in the taxi rank, a dozen other drivers, several soldiers, and my army officer escort crowded around shouting for a “dash.” One man, basing his claim on tenuous grounds, screamed, “I saw you first, I saw you first.” The captain pushed them all back with both arms and pleaded, “I helped you. No dash for me?” I turned to the taxi driver with an inquisitive look, but he just shrugged his shoulders. Reaching in my pocket I pulled out a 20-naira note, worth about $2, and handed it to my escort. He looked at it as if it were diseased. “Twenty naira only! Is it not an insult to the dignity of an officer?”



The captain was still shouting and staring in wonder at the paltry payment resting in his hands as the driver of taxi number one had the good sense to hit the accelerator and shoot out into the night. “First time in Nigeria?” he asked with a smirk after a few moments. I nodded to confirm the obvious. “You are welcome.”




Karl Maier
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