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To H.E. Chief Olusegun Obasanjo

Presidential Palace

Abuja 

Nigeria

56 Mount Prospect Park

Belfast

BT9 7BG

         Northern Ireland

        jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com




     

12 December 2003

Dear President Obasanjo,

I am writing to you as President of Nigeria in relation to the case of Jibrin Babaji who has been sentenced to death by a court in Bauchi for offences against boys. It is not entirely clear from reports what age Mr Babaji is, or the age of the boys in question who were apparently also sentenced to fifty lashes for having accepted money. I have seen mention of him being twenty years old and also forty-three. One report says the boys were ten and thirteen. Another did not specify any age.

I do not wish to get involved in the case for or against Shari’a law. What is plain is that there will be little or no international outcry in this instance as the offences were obviously serious and would merit a jail term here. However he would not be sentenced to death in Britain – not since the death penalty was abolished for this crime in the 1860s. And the boys were not murdered which would be a different matter entirely. Obviously they have survived to be punished for their own part.

I discussed the case with a Nigerian here in Belfast last month at a human rights conference and he told me that the death penalty was not being carried out as the President currently commutes all such sentences. I sincerely hope this is still the case and that there will not be some exception made for Babaji, although he apparently accepts he has committed a grave crime as both a citizen and a Muslim. 

His death would certainly be no deterrent to another offender who would know that there was no worse penalty for them for the lesser crime should they destroy the evidence of their acts by killing the children.

Since my early days I have opposed the death penalty. It would be the case however that I feel emotionally at times it can be deserved. But this is not such a case. I know it is somewhat deceitful for the majority of countries in the world who have no such penalty yet who go to war granting their soldiers impunity to kill. But execution is a cold-blooded operation. The most terrible cruelty possible is inflicted on the prisoner by him, almost uniquely, knowing the time and manner of his death.

Last year I published a book on Roger Casement, a British consular official and Irish patriot who was hanged for treason in 1916. He served from 1892-5 in Old Calabar. His execution in London was ultimately counter-productive. I believe there is still a memory of his time in Nigeria in the form of a small museum in Nigeria. It has to be said that he might have fallen foul of the law despite his efforts to save and improve life in Nigeria, the Congo and Peru. A brief extract from the book on Casement’s time in your country is enclosed for your information.

I recall as a teenager when passing through London in about 1963 being impressed to see Sir Abubakur Tafawa Balewa (and others) going in to the Commonwealth conference. I was at that time an Africa enthusiast and keen decoloniser and still retain an interest, especially in West African affairs although I have never visited the area.

It would be much appreciated, if you could consider the matter in due course. 

I wish you and your country well and was impressed by the UK television coverage of the recent conference in your capital.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon.

EXTRACT

“Such a position put Casement entirely at odds with two significant African activists and commentators, E.D. Morel and Mary Kingsley, who, together with Alfred Jones, vainly attempted to have the Hut Tax abolished. It had led to rebellion in Sierra Leone in 1898 and of course serious disruption of trade. 

    Although Casement, the public servant, was taking an opposite view on such a matter, it is interesting to note here the critical link that was to bring Casement from Africa to Ireland; Alice Stopford Green had been a great supporter of Mary Kingsley and her native cultural approach to Africa. Kingsley died in 1900 whilst a war time volunteer nurse in South Africa. Green founded The African Society in her memory, working closely with Morel who with Richard Dennett were, in time, to draw her and Casement together – with all the repercussions that their meeting would have for Ireland.

    Like many adventurers, as opposed to settlers, Casement grew in affection for the various peoples he was put amongst, but it was the three years in Nigeria that were his closest to conventional colonialism. Britain was extending its protection up-country from the coastal ports like Old Calabar in an attempt to prevent the hinterland becoming attached to France or Germany. In the latter instance, delimiting the frontier between German Camerun and the Niger Coast Protectorate was an early responsibility of Casement’s. For the first time he had become a civil servant with only an indirect commercial role. 

    Casement once remarked (in 1903) that “Africa needs special types of character as well as men, and unless a man is the peculiar type required he might as well go to the churchyard at once.” He was obviously referring to himself as an eccentric survivor, and perhaps also his cronies. Yet as can be gleaned from official reports, it is in his Niger service that Casement’s most remarkable and admirable characteristics were displayed. He undertook three, increasingly effective, surveying expeditions, often unarmed. 


On one such he was the only white man on the journey into the interior, with admittedly forty-three native companions. On this occasion he was captured by hostile villagers only to be released by the local monarch. Plainly he was intrepid and brave, perhaps even foolhardy, but he was opening up Africa without the use of the gun. A.C. Douglas, in his 1927 book Niger Memories, provides a classic quotation, with Casement saying “I am seldom sick and not often sorry I don’t wear a helmet as personally I don’t feel the sun” while recording a rare drunken episode, conspicuous by Casement becoming unusually polite.

    As these Niger territories nominally constituted a protectorate, Britain was not yet in a position to outlaw slavery. The hope was that it could be whittled away so as not to leave thousands of slaves suddenly high and dry. But Casement was enraged at the needless cruelty associated with the absolute power the institution allowed over enslaved individuals. The worst aspect, he wrote, being exemplified in the ritual burial of slaves alongside a deceased king, or even their being eaten during the funeral ceremonies. That, and the prolonged crucifixion of virgin girls, appalled him most.

    As acting vice-consul in Opobo, Casement told his boss, Sir Claude MacDonald, on 24 November 1894, that despite a personal warning, three of four persons, one female and two male, recently condemned to be sacrificed in connection with the funeral rites of the late Chief Wankwanto, had been put to death. The fourth intended victim who was younger had been purchased and become another headman’s property. Casement had pointed out that human sacrifice was cruel and wicked and a practice the government was resolved to suppress. In response, he had been advised that the “practice of sacrificing of slaves at the death of a chief was one these Nigerians had no intention of giving up.” He proposed therefore a punitive expedition to arrest the two main culprits and impose a fine on the town. 


Only in 1900 when Britain finally become the colonial power in Nigeria – annexing that which she was supposedly protecting – was slavery formally abolished. And not until Casement reached the Putumayo in 1910 would he come across a more terrible form of slavery, worse because it was genocide, in the truest sense of the word.

    Casement also found a bit of Antrim in Nigeria. He is recorded as making regular visits to assist the Qua Iboe Mission which had its headquarters in Belfast. Mr S.A. Bill who kept a diary for many years, mentioned him frequently in 1892 amongst reports of rescuing twins, a phenomenon feared by the locals. The Belfast missionaries obviously communicated their concerns over this issue to him since he wrote in an article, Negroland, how “in one district a woman bears twins and superstition demands they should all three be put to death.” Casement’s “very kind” letters were welcomed as was the ten shillings he gave a missionary’s baby for a birthday present. “He seems a nice kind of man” wrote the missionary, adding “Mr Casement went to Old Calabar this afternoon. I killed a snake in the river as we were leaving him down in the boat. It is the poisonous kind.” A museum room presently exists in Old Calabar dedicated to Casement, indicative of continuing respect in Nigeria for his efforts.”

