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The Asaba Massacre

In October 1967, early in the Nigerian Civil War, government troops

entered Asaba in pursuit of the retreating Biafran army, slaughtering

thousands of civilians and leaving the town in ruins. News of the

atrocity was suppressed by the Nigerian government, with the

complicity of Britain, and its significance in the subsequent progress

of that conflict was misunderstood. Drawing on archival sources on

both sides of the Atlantic and interviews with survivors of the killing,

pillaging, and rape, as well as with high-ranking Nigerian military

and political leaders, S. Elizabeth Bird and Fraser M. Ottanelli offer

an interdisciplinary reconstruction of the history of the Asaba

Massacre, redefining it as a pivotal point in the history of the war.

Through this, they also explore the long afterlife of trauma, the

reconstruction of memory and how it intersects with justice, and the

task of reconciliation in a nation where a legacy of ethnic suspicion

continues to reverberate.

s. elizabeth bird is Professor of Anthropology at the University of

South Florida. She has published over 80 articles and chapters on

popular culture, media, heritage, and memory, as well as five books,

one of which won an Outstanding Book Award from the Gustavus

Myers Center for the Study of Bigotry and Human Rights, while

another was awarded the International Communication Association’s

Outstanding Book Award.

fraser m. ottanelli is Professor of History at the University of

South Florida. He has authored and co authored four books and several

articles and essays on radical movements, ethnic history, and com-

parative migration in the twentieth century. He currently serves as

Chair of the Board of Governors of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade

Archives (ALBA), an educational non-profit dedicated to promoting

social activism and the defense of human rights.
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Prologue

In the summer of 1967, Celestina Isichei was preparing for her final

college exams, looking forward to a career as a teacher and tomarrying

Peter Isamah, her long-time sweetheart. Soon she would be home in

Asaba, a peaceful town on the banks of the Niger River. Celestina

knew about the ominous events that were worrying her friends and

family – that war had broken out in Nigeria that July, and people were

on themove across the country. But surely it wouldn’t last, nor should

it affect her family of educators and professionals, who considered

themselves to be loyal Nigerians.

Yet that October, Celestina sent an anguished letter to her older

brother Patrick, a Catholic priest and student at Oxford University.

She described the catastrophe that had descended on Asaba, which

now lay in ruins, its male population decimated and its women and

girls terrorized. She described how their 16-year-old brother Osi had

been shot in front of her, and how their brother Emmanuel, a young

married father, had been slaughtered along with hundreds of others in

a sustained killing spree. She listed all the family members and

neighbors who were now dead, many hastily buried in common

graves. It seemed incomprehensible that soldiers of her own

government had done this, and she desperately wanted Patrick to

make it known in the wider world. Celestina’s letter reached her

brother, who tried to get someone to pay attention. But Asaba’s fate

caused barely a ripple. Even with the end of the war, through years of

military rule and then the country’s return to democracy, the tragic

events of Asaba remained officially unacknowledged. For decades,

the memory of the massacre was preserved in the recollections of

the survivors, while Celestina’s letter, the only account of the

Asaba Massacre written in the immediate aftermath of the disaster,

remained ignored in an Oxford archive.
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In the pages that follow, we tell the story of that massacre, as

seen through the eyes of survivors and supported by available archival

sources. We describe the sustained horror that befell Asaba during

the Civil War, and we examine the immediate and long-term

consequences, exploring the lingering impact of such a traumatic

event, even decades afterwards. And we show how a full

understanding of Asaba changes the accepted narrative of the progress

and history of the war. The Asaba massacre was, unfortunately, just

one of the atrocities thatmarked that conflict, butwe argue that it was

actually a pivotal event that contributed to prolonging a war that

claimed well over a million lives. We examine how and why the

massacre happened, and how the Nigerian Federal Military

Government, supported by Britain, worked to keep the world from

learning about it.

Finally, we explore the process of memory formation, as new

media offer opportunities to reclaim the story of Asaba. And we

suggest that while the bitter burden ofmemory can serve to divide and

to feed resentment and continuing ethnic tension, an active academic/

community collaboration that helps “recalibrate” memory may offer

opportunities to reach a more complete understanding of a nation’s

troubled history, and even open the door to reconciliation.

prologue xvii
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