Published by Saros International Publishers
24 Aggrey Road, P.O. Box 193, Port Harcourt
© Copyright by Ken Saro-Wiwa 1983
ISBN 978 2321 265
Designed and Printed in Nigeria
Reprinted 1989
Reprinted November, 2020

DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF
THE LATE T. N. PAUL BIRABI

DEAR FRIEND
This letter contains a few thoughts, which I would like to
share with you. It is born of my desire to see you contributing
to the development of our nationality, Nigeria, and of the
human race. Although it is directed to you as an Ogoni, I
have no doubt that its central message applies to a wider
audience. I hope that you will ﬁnd it stimulating and
challenging.
At the beginning of this century, the Ogoni people were
safely established in the land which they now occupy. We
do not know exactly where they came from or for how long
they have settled in the area. This is not very important for
our purposes. But what has surprised me and should
surprise you too is that they had remained untouched by
modern inﬂuences. They could not read and write, they
knew nothing of science and technology, and lived at
subsistence level at small villages. In a world context, we
were most underdeveloped. Even in a Nigerian context, the
CMS Grammar school in Lagos was established in 1858.
The ﬁrst secondary school in Ogoni was established about
one hundred years later. This is a mark of our educational
backwardness. I draw your attention to these facts not to
make you feel ashamed of our past, but so you might get
worried by it. We, like most black people, owe a huge debt
to history.
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The backwardness of which I speak does not have to do
with our social organisation, our culture or our values. The
Ogoni people have always extolled hardwork, honesty,
good faith, good neighbourliness and sound common
sense. What we have lacked is development. And what do
we mean by development?
It is said that development implies at the individual level
increased skills and capacity, self-disciplined, responsibility
and material well-being. A society develops economically as
its members increase jointly their capacity for dealing with
the environment. This capacity is dependent on the extent
to which they understand the laws of nature (science), on
the extent to which they put that understanding into practice
by devising tools (technology) and on the manner in which
work is organised.
It is possible that historians and sociologists will someday
explain the emptiness of our past (or was it empty?); that
they will tell why we remained in isolation long after modern
inﬂuences had penetrated parts of present Nigeria largely
through contact with the white man. And tell us precisely
what our ancestors were doing all that time. Until then, I will
consign the past to history and turn to very modern times.
The Ogonis ﬁrst came into the purview of the British colonial
administration about 1903. This resulted in the
establishment of the Ogoni Native Authority in 1917. The
Authority was administered as a part of the Opobo Division
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in the then Calabar Province of Nigeria. After considerable
pressure particularly on the part of Birabi, an Ogoni Division
with its own separate administration was created in 1947
within Rivers Province. Modern Ogoni history is therefore
less than 80 years old. Those 80 years have not witnessed
any spectacular growth for the nationality. And why not?
Largely because of the vagaries of Nigerian politics but also
because of certain weaknesses in the psyche of the literate
Ogoni.
Let me explain what I mean by the vagaries of Nigerian
politics. The movement for Nigerian independence gathered
momentum after the Second World War. Prior to 1914,
Nigeria had been administered by the British in two distinct
units – the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria and the
Protectorate of Southern Nigeria (for all practical purposes
the Colony of Lagos belonged to the South). In 1914, both
Protectorates were amalgamated and subsequently spilt
into Provinces. Differing administrative practices, in both
areas led to different rates of development and different
attitudes towards British rule as well as independence.
These differences were drawn on the basis of the North and
the South. As independence began to look like a distant
possibility, it became obvious that Nigeria could not continue
as a unitary State divided into Provinces. A federal
arrangement was therefore worked out. Under the
arrangement, the former Northern Protectorate became the
Northern Region and the former Southern Protectorate was
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split into the Eastern and Western Regions. The dominant
feature of the regional arrangement was the preponderance
of an ethnic group or ruling class in each of the regions: the
Yoruba in the Western Region, the Igbos in the Eastern
Region and the Hausa-Fulani in the Northern Region. Thus,
the British recognised the three majority groups as the
powerbrokers in Nigeria, with the minority ethnic
nationalities in each Region attached to them as mere
appendages. In this way, two concepts of power politics
were introduced into Nigeria: A Nigeria divided into a North
and a South, and a Nigeria of three major ethnic groups
each having a sphere of inﬂuence. Both concepts are an
aberration. Because a North-South divide is artiﬁcial, even
bogus, and Nigeria is certainly not a country of three major
tribes and an appendage of minorities. yet the action had
established the basis of Nigerian politics to date: a
competition between the three main ethnic groups for
control of the nation and its resources with a plethora of
minority ethnic nationalities left to pick the crumbs or
struggle for independence from indigenous colonialism. The
three majority groups often mask their tribalistic actions
under the cloak of the North-South syndrome. But their joint
desire is the permanent oppression of the minorities. The
efforts of the minority ethnic nationalities have been
canalised not towards economic development but towards
a political settlement which it was rightly seen, would
presage economic development. Thus were born the Middle
Belt State Movement, the Calabar-Ogoja-Rivers State
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Movement and the Mid-West State Movement. It was to be
a long struggle as the oppressors were not about to give up
their advantages lightly.
Under the leadership of the late T.N. Paul Birabi, the ﬁrst
Ogoni university graduate, the Ogoni were an important arm
of the Rivers State Movement. After the Eastern Region
realised some measure of self-government in the 1950s, the
worst fears of the minorities in the Region were quickly
realised as the Igbos were determined to reap the fruits of
self-government ﬁrst and last. For the Ogonis who had only
just begun to acquire Western education, this was an
absolute disaster. But the worse was to come. In 1953,
Birabi died. The Ogoni had looked up to him as the
harbinger of the new ways. He was not only well-equipped
educationally; he had had long experience of working with
the Igbo and Ijaw educated elite and was deeply committed
to Ogoni development. His death at that transitional period
set back the Ogoni nationality most critically.
As independence drew nearer, the Igbos stranglehold on
the region increased. The Ogoni nationality registered a
protest vote in the Regional elections of 1957 when two
opposition Assemblymen were returned to the House of
Assembly. This only exacerbated matters. The nationality
was denied educational opportunities which they sorely
needed, and of social and economic opportunities which
alone could have improved their material well-being. Even
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in the Ogoni headquarters town of Bori, the Igbos were very
much in power and they left no one in doubt as to their crude
and insolent authority. This was very demoralising to the
Ogoni. Remember that this was the period when Nigeria
was reaping the ﬁrst fruits of independence. New jobs, new
opportunities, new wealth, new power. All these were lost to
our nationality. And for the ﬁrst time, the Ogoni were being
dictated to by their neighbours. Bafﬂement. There did not
appear to be a way out. It was in this circumstance that I and
Mr Dennis Atu-Komi then in college in Umuahia got together
to form the Ogoni Divisional Union to seek a way out of the
Ogoni dilemma.
Seven years after independence came the Civil War. It was
destructive in its total effect but helpful in one signiﬁcant
way. States were created. The Ogoni became part of the
Rivers State. The beneﬁts of belonging to a small state were
self-evident as larger numbers of people began to gain
access to education, employment and other economic
opportunities. Yet the Rivers State was not the ﬁnal
settlement for Nigeria or for the Ogoni. The great question
of the day remains how small ethnic nationalities such as
the Ogoni (and there are about 50 of them) can obtain their
full political and economic rights and bear their
responsibilities for self-development in the nation. We
found, for instance, that much as a Rivers State was
welcome if only because it separated us from the crude
colonialism of the Igbos, the Ijaws and non-Ijaws in the state
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could not survive as one unit because the economic, social
and democratic imperatives of both groups were completely
at cross purposes. That is why in 1974 we began the quest
for a Port Harcourt State. The achievement of that state will
mark a most signiﬁcant milestone in the life of our people. It
is to my mind the smallest unit within which Ogoni will have
to achieve political and economic independence within the
Federation of Nigeria. It will be your responsibility not only
to support the demand for the state but to ensure when the
state is created that it fulﬁls the purpose for which its
founding fathers sought it. After that state shall have been
created, as it surely will, the Ogoni must turn from seeking
a political settlement to the more trenchant and economic
advancement, cultural reform and the acquisition of that
stability which is the hallmark of civilisation.
Thus we ﬁnd that the vagaries of post-independence
Nigerian politics have not redounded to the advantage of
modern Ogoni development-wise. Perhaps the most
exciting period in our history: was 1917 – 52. In that thirtyﬁve-year span, the Ogoni Native Authority was set up
bringing all Ogoni people for the ﬁrst time under a single,
modern administration; roads were built, and a system of
justice through Customary Court was established. The
Christian mission helped introduce Western education, the
Khana language was taught in schools and literature such
as the New Testament Bible got translated from English into
Khana. The Methodist Hymn book and Order of Service
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were also translated. More importantly, under the leadership
of Birabi, an Ogoni Division was created, thus restoring
somewhat the independence of the Ogoni who, as part of
Opobo Division in the then Calabar Province, were not only
ignored but were also very far from the Administrative
headquarters at Port Harcourt, the Ogoni were able by 1952
to have a hospital established and the road from Port
Harcourt to Kono tarred. Birabi also masterminded the
establishment of a secondary school in the area. Thus
literacy, communication, health care and a proper
administration were established. And all these happened
because the Ogoni were united in the Ogoni Central Union
which was later to metamorphose into the Ogoni State
Representative Assembly.
The years 1953 – 1966 must go down as the most
unproductive if not the very worst period in our history.
Without the leadership of Birabi, ﬁssiparous tendencies
masterminded from outside of the area set in. The Native
Authority became a county, and very soon, there were three
county councils in the area: Khana County Council, Gokana
County Council and Eleme County Council. These Councils
achieved little or nothing as they were not adequately
staffed and were not viable units. What they achieved
signiﬁcantly was the destruction of the communal will.
Villageism, clannishness now replaced communal
cooperation which Birabi and others had fostered. The net
result was that when the Civil War came (1967 – 70), the
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Ogoni were the worst sufferers as they perished in the Igbo
heartland through cannibalism, disease, hunger and other
pestilence. It was a truly horrible price to pay for our disunity
and disorganisation. And there were lessons therein which
must not be lost on us.
The post-Civil War era as earlier indicated initiated some
changes. The Ogoni Development Union at that time
embraced the whole area. War weary, battered and
disillusioned, a unity of purpose was established and an
educational programme was embarked upon. It scored
unquestionable successes. As I was at the centre of this
development, I do not intend to say much about it; others
ought to narrate how the Ogoni were rehabilitated and
reintegrated into the mainstream of normality after the
aberration of the war. But I must say that a few ill-intentioned
and over-ambitious men made every effort to frustrate the
ODU. These people succeeded because in that military era,
local cooperation was not encouraged, and the unity of the
Ogoni such as existed was not only envied and viewed with
immense suspicion but also the success of the Ogoni was
not, is not, and cannot be the business of any but the Ogoni
people themselves. The local government which had been
in place before the war were dismantled. New units were
created, none of which worked properly, and, in all cases,
they were to the disadvantage of the Ogonis vis-a-vis their
neighbours. As military rule drew to an end, a new local
government structure was again formulated. A Bori Local

9

Government embracing the Khana, Gokana, and Babbe;
and the hybrid Otelga embracing Okrika, Tai, Eleme,
Obigbo and Ndoki which could not, and has not conducted
to the beneﬁt of the Ogoni involved in that unit.
If this arrangement was bad, the re-introduction of civil rule
was to spell even more disasters for the nationality. Under
a so-called ‘decentralisation policy’ the succeeding
administration in the Rivers State disadvantaged the Ogoni
vis-a-vis their neighbours even further; the rudiments of a
progressive local government were completely destroyed
and ruined by nominated ofﬁcials, thieving, untrained clerks
who looted the treasury and damned the personal greed and
political illiteracy stooped the Ogoni people from seeing
what harm all these were wreaking on the nationality as a
whole.
And that is why I attributed our lack of progress
(backwardness) to the weaknesses in the psyche of the
Ogoni literate class. If you recall that at the turn of the
century (1900) the Ogoni were still busy living at the most
elementary level; if you remember that at the late age the
concept of money had not fully entered their lives and they
engaged mostly in trade by barter; if you think that at that
time they lived mostly in their villages and that the world to
them did not extend beyond the next three or four villages;
if you then think that within the space of seventy years they
were struck by the combined forces of modernity,
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colonialism, the money economy, crude indigenous
colonialism and then the war, and that they had to adjust to
these forces without adequate preparation or direction, you
will appreciate the bafﬂement of the Ogoni people and the
subsequent confusion engendered in the society. The
common people have always placed their faith in the literate
few, their ear and their eye as it were. And this class,
admittedly few, has failed them more than once. Most
members of this class lack self-conﬁdence, they fear the
present and dread the future, they are cowered and divided,
have a slave-mentality, are mostly politically illiterate, have
proved easy to divide and difﬁcult to lead. As individuals
seek their personal success at the expense of the group, we
have degenerated to that savagery whose hallmark is a lack
of subservience to leadership. And this disposition is most
noticeable, I repeat, among the literate calss. This is most
unfortunate because any people who are unwilling to
subordinate themselves to each other, where everyone is
eager to be leader are a negation and the antithesis of
civilisation. And are doomed to slavery and extinction.
Thus today, less than one percent of the Ogoni are literate;
our professional men and women can be counted on the
ﬁngers of one hand; none of them can be said to have made
a mark nationally or internationally; our language is
underdeveloped and social ills abound. Politically, the Ogoni
lacks a will, vote for a multiplicity of parties, are the butt of
mismanagement by any and every group. In a world where
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technology has altered man’s life considerably, we may
soon ﬁnd that we are no better than beasts of burden and a
serious liability to the human race. If as a group we misuse
our opportunities, we shall certainly be wiped off the face of
the earth. And this is no mere alarm. The possibility is real.
To avoid such calamity, I invite you to join me in a strong
belief in the possibilities of a collective tomorrow for the
Ogoni, in a future of common purpose within a Port Harcourt
State, and the achievement of opportunity for everyone of
us in Nigeria. If you share this belief, you will not want to
cheat and create disaster in order to beneﬁt by the
misfortune of your compatriots; you will outgrow a village
mentality which is the bane of our nationality, and you will
begin to contribute jointly to Ogoni development. Now this is
not an easy task. But we can start somewhere.
The initial requirement is the acquisition of a good
education. If you can read this letter with understanding, you
are literate. There is a difference between literacy and
education. The one follows upon the other. A little learning,
it is said, is a dangerous thing. Therefore, mere literacy is
not enough. No matter what formal educational institutions
you may have attended, there is need to acquire that
education which comes through wider and ever wider
reading, through travel and through self-application in any
chosen walk of life. In this sense, education is never
complete.
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If you are already literate or educated, it is your
responsibility to see that all members of your family and of
the community in which you live also are literate and
educated. For no one, except he is grossly bestial and
stupid can be happy in a situation of individual success and
communal failure. No community can consider itself as
being progressive if it does not have all or at least most of
the teachers, doctors, nurses, engineers, administrators,
lawyers, agriculturists, artisans (mechanics, bricklayers,
tailors, electricians, shoemakers etc.) it requires for its own
self-sufﬁciency. As at this moment, we are very poorly
supplied with these very important agents of transformation.
And as it takes a very long time to produce any of them, we
must start now to make the plans, to make the sacriﬁce
which will enhance individual, family and community
education.
While we are at it, I must emphasize the overriding need to
place full emphasis on the education of women. Ogoni will
not rise until her womenfolk are elevated in the society. It is
not in vain that the Ogoni God is a woman (Kawaa Bari).
Women are so important and so well-endowed by nature to
participate in the process of change that any community
which neglects them does so as its own peril. A welleducated woman would place the upbringing of her children
and the comfort of her family above the search for money
and position. In this way, she makes a most vital contribution
to the community and its future.
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Next comes the need for hardwork. Hardwork does not and
cannot kill. Actually, no Ogoni person needs to be taught to
work hard. We have always done so on the farms. Rising
early in the morning for the long trek to the farm and
returning late at night after more than ten hours of hard work
in the blistering sun. Or as ﬁshermen camping out on the
mudﬂats of the Niger Delta for six or more months each
year. We should now transmute these magniﬁcent qualities
to the wider areas of human endeavour which modern life
demands. Now, because we have been so severely
handicapped and are most backward, we have to work
much harder than other Nigerians. What is more, whereas
many a Nigerian will often ﬁnd short cuts and assistance
from a ‘brother’, you as an Ogoni will have to prove yourself
by your hard work and perseverance. You will ﬁnd that in
the long run, this is good for you. It will make you not only
competent, but efﬁcient and self-conﬁdent.
If you are educated and work hard, you will ﬁnd that you
earn a lot of money or perhaps not a lot of money, but some
money all the same. Unfortunately, money is new to the
Ogoni as to most Nigerians. So we do not know or often
forget that it has its laws which demand to be obeyed. You
may know or have heard what the Christians often say:
‘Jesus Saves’. If the Son of God does this, so should you!
SAVE! Money has to be saved; otherwise there will be none
of it to spend on all the good and desirable things of life. The
riches men are not those who earn a lot of money, but those

14

who have learnt to SAVE money. Most Nigerians who have
some money will want to use it to show off. They spend it on
ﬂashy cars, big houses in their villages, burial ceremonies,
new wives, drinks and entertainment or, if they have got it
by dubious means, hide it in their bedroom. These you must
avoid. Let your money grow by putting it in places where it
can multiply. Money spent on acquiring education is money
well spent. Money spent on building a house which will
bring in rents (particularly in a township) is money well
spent. Money put in a savings account on in buying shares
in a company will grow. Of course, if you have worked hard
for your money, you will not need anyone to advise you on
how to spend it. Hard earned money has a way of educating
its owner and of growing. On the other hand, money
obtained by theft either of public funds, through hard work
and hard thinking, you offer a lot of service to the community
and contribute towards the development and the real wealth
of the nation. If a man invents a motor car and sells the car
to other people, he provides jobs, makes others happy – and
all in the process of earning money and fame for himself. If
a farmer works hard and produces a lot of yams and
vegetables which he sells to the public, he serves the
community and earns money for himself. Compare that to
the chairman of a council who takes bribes, an accountant
who ﬁddles the accounts, a Governor who removes money
meant for education and workers salaries, road
constructions of hospital drugs and uses that money either
for his own purposes or for less worthy causes. Such people
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increase the misery of the community, and even though they
do not suffer in the short term, will often pay for it in the long
run. So work hard for your money, save it and enjoy it.
Next is the requirement for you, dear friend, to be
competitive. To pursue excellence. There is need for you to
aim for the best at all times. It does not matter whether you
achieve it; the process of trying for it is very exhilarating and
you will often ﬁnd that you get close to it. Or if you do not,
you shall have earned the respect of your colleagues. In
present day Nigerian society, you will not beneﬁt by
tribalism. Indeed tribalism aims at destroying ethnic
minorities such as the Ogoni. You, yourself, wherever you
may be, should not be tribalistic. This is a good thing
because it will enable you to be a decent human being, fair
and just and one that can be trusted by all. To win this trust
and keep it, you will have to excel in your chosen ﬁeld and
maintain that excellence till it becomes tradition in your
family and your environment. If you keep this piece of advice
in mind, you will ﬁnd it is better for you to work in the Federal
Civil Service than within your state. That it is better to
venture to the outside world in search of progress than to
hang around in the very area where you were born.
Compete! Do not create obstacles in your mind. The world
will make way for you if you know where you are going.
I wrote earlier about your chosen ﬁeld. As at today, there are
far too many Ogoni people who do not know what to do with
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their lives. We mostly tend to be drifting. Some who have
taken pains to acquire an education and follow a profession
invariably neglect such professions and their calling in
search of greener pastures which invariably prove
chimerical. In Nigeria today, the greed for instant wealth has
fooled just too many people. A large number of people think
that money is the most important thing in life and they will
do anything except work hard to get it. And in most cases,
POLITICS is seen as the avenue for grabbing quick, hot
money. Gradually, even in areas like Ogoni, we ﬁnd young
lawyers, doctors, architects and Surveyors who have made
no mark whatsoever in their chosen ﬁelds jumping into
politics – not with a view to improving other people’s lives
but with intent to earn easy money or join in the loot of the
public treasury. If you are thinking of doing the same, I have
one piece of advice for you: you are being shortsighted and
foolish. The future of our country, our state, our nationality
depends not on politician but on technocrats. And if, as a
young man, you delude yourself into thinking that you can
improve other lives when you have not improved yourself
and gained the wisdom which qualitative experience offers,
you need not be told that the blind cannot lead the blind. If
you also think that once you have money, the world is at
your feet, please remember that knowledge, not money, is
power. Therefore, my young friend, go out into the wide,
wide world and search for knowledge. Grab it, befriend it,
domesticate it, love it, cherish it and honour it and you will
ﬁnd that it will make you humble, honest and sincere, teach
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you to wait in line until it is your turn, and confer on you
power and respect wherever you may go, and long after
your death. If you doubt me, just think about the life of our
own T.N. Paul Birabi who has become a legend today. He
is remembered today not because he was rich, but because
he was knowledgeable, and he placed his knowledge at the
service of the community. His example recommends itself
to us all. I have proﬁted by making him my idol. So can you!
In the modern world, there is practically no limit to what men
and women can do. For an undeveloped society such as
ours, there are openings in practically every ﬁeld: sports,
music, photography, art, sculpture n addition to the more
familiar subjects. Every ﬁeld will amply reward you, if you
persevere and are guided by world standards. If you settle
for less, you will disappoint yourself.
If you are thus able to increase your skill and capacity, to
achieve self-disciplined and material well-being as an
individual, you must immerse yourself in the JOINT
endeavour of the Ogoni nationality. And you should do so
humbly and fearlessly, in a cooperative manner seeking to
contribute to progress through debate and analysis, by
patience and perseverance. Remember that the tasks
before the Ogoni nationality cannot be achieved in a
generation (25 years). However, we owe it to those who
come after us to leave Ogoni a better place than we found
it, and to ensure that the slightest momentum towards
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progress and change is not lost once it has been set in
motion. This is a heaviest responsibility but it is no more
than we all can and must bear.
Finally, I would like you to understand that nothing I have
said here to you as an Ogoni youth detracts from your
responsibility as a Nigerian. The Nigerian Federation
recognises differences. In being ourselves, in upholding our
culture, in seeking the development of the nation. And
indeed Nigeria owes the Ogoni people a great deal. Our oil
wealth has been used by the nation to develop other areas
and we have been too weak to ask Nigeria for proper
recompense. We must ask soon. In the mean time, while we
pursue our more immediate goals, we must remain mindful
of the legitimate interests of other ethnic nationalities. But
under no circumstances should we mortgage the true and
proper interest of our nationality to political parties or
sections of political parties as some of our compatriots have
consistently done over the past two decade. These people
have taken insufﬁcient note of history and they will ﬁnd it
easier to be a good Nigerian. The qualities which I have
urged upon you in this letter are general, and should all
Nigerians acquire them, we will have a better country
catering fairly to the interest of all citizens.
In brief, I have drawn your attention to the utter
backwardness of the Ogoni nationality today wither in a
Nigerian or worse still in a world context; I have shown how
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this backwardness has been reinforced in modern times by
the nature of Nigerian politics and the weaknesses of the
Ogoni people themselves; I have mentioned in passing
them the political and social importance for the Ogoni of the
creation of a Port Harcourt State, and more importantly, how
the acquisition of a good education, pursuit of knowledge
and excellence, self-discipline and hard work and a sense
of social responsibility will conduce to the development of
the Ogoni nationality.
I hope that you will ﬁnd some wisdom in the thoughts
expressed here and that you will think about them seriously.
I invite you to join me in the search for the political, economic
and cultural advancement of the African wherever he may
be. Good luck, and may God bless you.
Sincerely,

Kenule
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ADDENDUM
In the six years since this book was ﬁrst published, there
have been two important developments. Firstly, the
Nigerian economy has taken a tumble, making life almost
unbearable to almost all Nigerians and introducing all of us
to great levels of poverty. Secondly, the Nigerian
Government has begun to take local government
administration more seriously, enabling small ethnic
nationalities such as Ogoni to take the responsibility for
their development into their own hands. These
developments validate the points I have made in this letter.
Now more than ever do we need to acquire education to
practise thrift, to make every possible sacriﬁce in the
interest of individual and communal progress.
We must not despair because the times are difﬁcult. We
must continue to work hard, to think hard so that we can
ﬁnd solutions to our many problems. For every problem
has a solution. And we have to give full support to our local
government as to the Federal and State Governments.
There is need to elect the best people, the most
knowledgeable and honest people to our Local
Government Council and to watch them carefully to ensure
that they act in the interest of the people all the time.
Education remains most important and everything must be
done to educate all Ogoni boys and girls. Adults must also
embrace adult-education. No sacriﬁce should be
considered too much in this regard. I believe that if we do
all the foregoing, we will in time, achieve excellent results.
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