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Foreword  
The Caged Bird Sang No More is a book about Nigeria’s first ten years as an independent 

country, presenting the terrible experiences of that turbulent period as a learning tool to 

help create a better future. The author, the late Obong Philip Efiong, a senior military 

officer during this era (and later a chief) witnessed the events leading to the civil war, 

notably the coups of 1966 and the declaration of secession by the government of Eastern 

Nigeria. Obong Efiong moved from Lagos to Enugu in 1967 as part of the unfolding 

crisis and was later to become one of the officers who had to defend the newly created 

country of Biafra. The bitter war lasted for thirty months and our author’s remarkable 

destiny involved having to sign the surrender instrument on January 15 1970.  

He saw it all!  

He survived it all!!  

The survivor is now the voice of the past.  

Obong Efiong’s strong credentials as one of the few senior Nigerian officers in the 1960s, 

lend credibility to this book. He pioneered the establishment of the Nigerian command 

structure, served as a brigade commander in Nigeria, occupied the No. 2 position in the 

Biafran administration; led the team that surrendered to the federal government in 1970, 

and lived to see the political and economic changes that took place after the civil war. He 

writes as a military officer, political officer, administrator, war strategist; peace activist, 

traditional ruler, patriot and visionary.  

He notes that motivations for writing about the war are varied: some write for money, 

some to present their own ‘facts’, and others to justify their actions. His own passion lies 

in deriving useful lessons from the war and he believes that the politics of ethnic rivalry 

could cause another civil war.  

His disappointment in post-civil war events shape the conclusion of this book and he 

closes by highlighting some important lessons.  

All authors have an audience in mind and Obong Efiong targets a broad audience: all 

Nigerians, whether they participated in the war or not.  

Like most authors on the civil war, Obong Efiong uses his book to correct previous 

accounts about himself and other aspects of the war. He describes what he saw and heard 

accurately, though some may disagree with his interpretations. It is the nature of 

eyewitness accounts and their rendition in books like this one, for various people to have 

seen things differently, and to interpret the past in light of events that unfolded years 

later. These differences do not compromise the authors’ credibility; rather, they attest to 

the multiple meanings that historical events offer contemporary recorders. Efiong is fully 

aware that the memories of the past may be uncomfortable for many, and he recognizes 

that the very act of writing may revive them.  

As for the significance of the book, I would like first to say that this is more than just one 

personal account written by a senior officer who witnessed many of the events that led to 

the collapse of Nigeria’s first republic and the civil war. It is an authoritative narrative 

from someone who was an insider in two governments. Other witnesses will, of course, 

have different recollections of some of the events presented here, but it is from the 

totality of accounts that historians like me seek to undertake the academic reconstruction 

of the past.  

As an autobiography, one may expect self-adulation and justification for every important 

course of action from this book. Yes, there are elements of this, but Obong Efiong has 



given us far more, and this makes his book different from many previous ones. Although 

he was a soldier, his powerful account shows that he had the highest regard for life and 

disliked unnecessary bloodshed. For instance, he refused to carry out an order to execute 

a senior Biafran general, and while he did not blame the coup plotters of 1966, he was 

upset that they had killed their colleagues and civilian leaders instead of arresting them. 

He does not see his surrender to the federal government as an act of weakness or 

sabotage: he could easily have fled (as some leaders did) or even continued with a 

fruitless guerilla war. Rather, he chose to ‘salvage what was left of Biafra’ and thus foster 

the survival and unity of the Nigerian nation.  

With so many books on the Nigerian Civil War in print, some may wonder whether there 

is any need for another. Certainly, we need many more books such as this. The country 

has yet to create a central archive on the war. Resources on the war are scattered in 

various locations around the world and those capable of giving first hand accounts are 

ageing. Indeed, Obong Efiong did not live long enough to see this introduction. Had he 

not written this book in his last years on earth, a whole library on the war would have 

perished. Even if he is no more, those who disagree with some of his accounts will 

contribute to our understanding of the war by presenting their own versions. I have 

argued that this book is necessary and its publication timely. Many new facts and 

interpretations (for instance, information on the short regime of Aguiyi-Ironsi, the 

country’s first military leader) appear in its pages for the very first time. Obong Efiong 

offers evidence that there were rumours of a July coup: rumours which Aguiyi-Ironsi 

ignored, which resulted in his own downfall and death. As the country’s first principal 

staff officer to the military government, he reveals the early beginnings of an office that 

later grew in stature and power. Obong Efiong, and many of the officers under him 

played dual roles as soldiers and administrators, some successfully and others not. We 

can see how a country as huge as Nigeria came to be governed by a small number of men 

with limitations, whims, and caprices that shaped crucial decisions. The power play was 

intense and the rivalries devastated many. The army became a hotbed of intrigue as 

military officers plotted against one another, unmindful of the larger consequences for 

Nigeria.  

The book is interesting, and in some parts engaging to read. Obong Efiong aims to take 

an ‘objective look at our history as a nation and apply the lessons learned’. Can a 

participant in such major events be objective? The Obong thinks so, and this comes out 

clearly in his attitude to the war itself. Although he was second in command to 

Odumegwu Ojukwu, the leader of Biafra, Obong Efiong still regarded the war as 

unnecessary and avoidable. He didn’t believe that secession was the only solution to the 

crisis of 1966. However, he did not see fighting in the war as a rebellious act. As if to 

anticipate criticism for some of his opinions, he apologizes to those who might feel 

offended by the ‘truth’ he has presented. The truth, a proverb warns, can be bitter.  

The Obong chooses to stay silent about some events and thus, we learn very little about 

his personal life because his objective is to give an account of the war. We also do not 

learn about the author’s family; only small glimpses are offered. He tells us that he lived 

with his wife, Josephine, during the war and we know that his family suffered with him, 

but he does not write about them. Perhaps, Madam Josephine Efiong will fill in the 

missing gaps, hopefully with a full account of her personal experiences as a woman in 

war-torn Biafra.  

To turn to a discussion of the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the book: It is divided into twenty short 

chapters. Each is easy to read and dovetails into the next, moving in paces as if the 

General wants to do a slow march. A chronology of events is provided at the end of the 

book. Efiong was not involved with either of the 1966 coups, thus, he writes as an 



outsider and gives his opinions. His main concerns relate to his own survival as a member 

of the January to July 1966 Aguiyi-Ironsi regime and as an Ibibio trapped in the North 

where many lost their lives. His account becomes ‘fresh’ with the war experience, which 

forms the rest of the book.  

The first ten chapters examine the key events leading to the war. Like many other 

contemporaries, Obong Efiong outlines the ills of Nigeria’s first decade of independence: 

political greed, the politics of blackmail, gross social injustice, corruption, and 

inefficiency. The events of the 1960s must have frightened many people, and Obong 

Efiong opens his book (the prologue) with the story of a strange visit from an old man 

who foretold a forthcoming crisis and promised to protect Obong Efiong because he was 

a good man. The crisis began to unfold on 15 January 1966 when, as the author reports in 

chapter one, a coup occurred. Even as a senior officer, he knew nothing about the coup. It 

took two days for the situation to calm down and for Major General Aguiyi-Ironsi to 

announce that the military was now in power with himself as the supreme commander 

and head of state. The coup plotters lost control of the South, and this led to a different 

outcome than what was originally intended. In the distribution of power that followed, 

Obong Efiong was not left behind—he was moved to the seat of government in the office 

of the supreme military headquarters. Obong Efiong believes that the Nigerian people 

were supportive of the 1966 coup, due in part to the political turmoil in the West and the 

Tiv riots. Within the military, however, Obong Efiong notes that there were mixed 

feelings because it was believed that the plotters had intended to liquidate senior officers 

from the North. Aguiyi-Ironsi’s challenge lay in finding a way to punish plotters who 

were hailed as heroes by many Nigerians. He concludes the chapter by pointing to early 

signs of status-seeking by the young officers, intense ethnic conflicts within the army, 

and the emergence of ‘a political army, uncertain of command and difficult to contain’.  

In chapter two, he continues his analysis of the coups, characterizing them as a 

revolution. Since he was not directly involved, the chapter is more ‘academic’ than 

factual, as he tries to explain why the first coup was a failure. Chapter three offers an 

account of the first 100 days of the Aguiyi-Ironsi regime. Unlike a number of officers of 

his generation, Obong Efiong is full of kind words for Aguiyi-Ironsi, praising him for the 

‘ethnic balancing game’ he played to appease Northerners, and for seeking means by 

which to unify the country. A new point in chapter three relates to various rumours 

involving an impending counter coup. A full account of the rumours and the author’s 

involvement in alerting the federal government is presented in chapters four and five. Not 

only was Efiong’s allegation dismissed, he was caught in the crisis in the North in June 

1966 and almost lost his life. As reported in chapter six, the July 1966 countercoup was 

successful, and the author believes that he was marked for death, but he was able to 

escape by sheer luck. Obong Efiong thinks that those whom Aguiyi-Ironsi trusted 

betrayed him.  

Chapter 7 reviews the early days of the administration of Lieutenant Colonel Yakubu 

Gowon who came to power at the age of 32. In this chapter, Obong Efiong describes the 

unsettling events in the Eastern region as many fled there, bringing stories of genocide 

and atrocities while Gowon’s grip on power was still weak.  

Nigeria entered its biggest crisis in its early years of independence in August 1966, with 

many leaders speaking openly of secession. In the North, many Southerners, mainly 

Igbos, had been killed and the army asked many soldiers to return to their regions of 

origin. Without money and leaving his assets behind, Obong Efiong returned to the East 

in August 1966. Thousands of Easterners began to flee back home. Discussions were in 

the air about the creation of a confederacy, with each region controlling its own armed 



forces. However, with the Northerners now in power, Obong Efiong maintains that they 

changed their minds and began to call for a federation with a strong centre.  

The second part of the book is about the civil war. Obong Efiong offers very personal and 

authoritative accounts on various issues pertaining to the outbreak of the war and the 

internal workings of the first and last administration of Biafra, essentially a country in 

formation and governed by the imperatives of war. Obong Efiong was not an Igbo, the 

ethnicity that constituted the core of Biafra. He was given a prominent role, and he 

assures us that he served well with honesty and dedication. Obong Efiong captures the 

various traumas of the war: the notorious split in the army; the fear of death, hunger and 

disease, and the destruction of property. It is, no doubt, one of the bleakest moments in 

the country’s history.  

Chapter 8 discusses the Aburi meeting held in Ghana, by which it was hoped the crisis 

would be solved. Other peace efforts were initiated without success. Ojukwu had, by 

now, emerged as a strong leader, with a committed agenda for secession. As Obong 

Efiong discusses in chapter six, Ojukwu was a military dictator who ‘wanted to control 

everything; every decision or move that was made or taken’. Obong Efiong provides us 

with the first major insight on the state of military preparedness for the war, stating that 

by mid-June, Biafra did not have adequate resources to sustain a long fight. Ojukwu 

seems to have had a military-cum-political agenda in mind and to have believed that ‘so-

called war would not amount to much more than a military skirmish, lasting about two 

weeks on the whole, after which there would be a return to the conference table’.  

Chapter 9 offers evidence of mass appeals for secession, marked by solidarity marches 

and the desire to defend the new country. On 27 May 1967, Gowon announced the break 

up of the four regions into 12 states, a move that Obong Efiong describes as a ‘brilliant 

political move’ for taking away the support of the minority elements in the East for 

secession. On 30 May 1967, Ojukwu proclaimed the birth of the Republic of Biafra. 

Obong Efiong maintains that Ojukwu did not consult other military officers before 

making this decision and that they were all curious about the next move. ‘The whole 

atmosphere was that of unrealistic tragedy’. As if he was resigned to his fate, he writes 

with a touch of emotion: ‘It felt like it wasn’t going to work, but you knew you had to go 

through with it’. Meanwhile, a flag, an anthem and other symbols of a new government 

were announced, suggesting that Ojukwu had been making secret plans beforehand 

unbeknown to our author.  

The war began a few weeks later, and Obong Efiong tells us that the willingness of the 

federal forces to fight caught Biafra by surprise. Nsukka fell on 15 July 1967, forcing a 

quick reorganization of the Biafran army in which Obong Efiong played a major role.  

In chapter ten, Obong Efiong describes the reasons for Biafra’s attempt to capture the 

Mid-West, and its subsequent failure. Obong Efiong expresses surprise at such a move, 

which he considers to have been a great military blunder. He gives various accounts of 

episodes of battles and war planning. His own services merited his promotion to the rank 

of Major General. To Ojukwu, the success of the federal forces owed to disloyalty by 

military commanders; to Obong Efiong, it owed to inadequate resources and the use of 

poorly trained troops.  

Chapter 11 narrates the crises of the war, notably the fall of Calabar, Ikot Ekpene and 

Aba, and the problems caused by refugees. Various directorates were established to cope 

with the challenges of war, notably in transportation, fuel, housing, clothing, and other 

needs, all in short supply.  

Obong Efiong was also involved in the quest for peace and he devotes chapter 12 to his 

role in the peace-making process. During the war, he travelled to Addis Ababa to attend a 

meeting convened by the Organization of African Unity in August 1968. At the same 



time, we see how Biafra embarked on a propaganda campaign to obtain international 

support. He presents Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe’s fluctuating position on the war, first 

supporting Biafra and working for its success, but later changing his mind (perhaps 

having realized that the war was futile) and paying a surprise visit to Lagos in August 

1969 in a bid to move toward peace. Still on the inside account of the war, chapter 13 

examines the role played by foreign countries, international military observers, and the 

British Government in urging the federal forces to engage in a ‘quick kill‘ strategy and 

bring the war to a close.  

In chapter 14, Obong Efiong presents the reasons why Biafra could no longer sustain the 

war. Among the major problems were the policy of starvation which he attributed to the 

war strategy of Chief Obafemi Awolowo, by now the deputy chairman of the supreme 

military council; the successful air raids conducted by the federal forces; the fall of 

Umuahia in April 1969; and the declining morale of the Biafran forces. Obong Efiong 

regards Biafra as having put up a serious fight, but the paralysis of its economy through 

policies that led to starvation and changing the Nigerian currency such that Biafra’s 

purchasing power was destroyed, were challenges too serious to overcome. Crediting 

Awolowo with the two ideas that devastated Biafra, Obong Efiong called Awolowo— 

and not the ‘brilliant’ leadership of Nigerian generals —the real winner of the War for 

Nigeria. The chapter contains additional information on the problems caused by the 

growing number of churches and spiritualists, and the outbreak of hepatitis.  

Obong Efiong changes his writing style in chapter 15. Abandoning the previous narrative 

approach, he presents a diary of events which covers the last days of the war and some of 

the author’s activities. On Friday, 9 January 1970, Ojukwu left Biafra, transferring 

command to Obong Efiong, with a promise to be back soon. Obong Efiong was given 

power, but no resources with which to fight. Pressure mounted on Obong Efiong to end 

the war. Three days after Ojukwu had fled, Obong Efiong went on air to announce an end 

to the war with a speech that is reproduced in a chapter full of dramatic events. Chapter 

16 covers contacts with the federal forces, the signing of the terms of surrender, and the 

efforts of Obong Efiong to bring about the speedy recovery of Biafra.  

Chapter 17 reflects on the entire situation described in the book. To Obong Efiong, the 

war did not achieve the kind of unity that people had been fighting for. He provides a 

dozen reasons for Biafra’s failure, all dealing mainly with Ojukwu’s personality and how 

he ran the war. Obong Efiong does not hide the fact that he felt tormented by the war and 

what happened to his status after the war, especially the accusation that he had let the 

Igbo people down and his dismissal from the army.  

It is time to bring this introduction to a close. Obong Efiong wants Nigeria to be 

governed by good leadership that is strongly committed to its own people. He hopes that 

his book will help Nigerians to create a better country. The Obong is no longer with us to 

see what will happen to the Nigeria of the future. His faith in a united country is well 

articulated, and we can only hope that such optimism is not misplaced.  

 

Toyin Falola, The Frances Higginbothom Nalle Centennial Professor 

Fellow of the Nigerian Academy of Letters 
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Ibn Khaldun distinguished research professor 
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Preface  
Writing a book on the Nigerian Civil War and the crises that led to it is not an easy task. 

This is particularly so for me because I must write about friends and people I knew 

intimately. Nigeria’s first military coup d’état took place on 15 January 1966 and caused 

great human suffering and death in various parts of the country. This was followed on 29 

July 1966, by a counter coup d’état, spearheaded by officers of Northern descent. This 

second coup brought about widespread killings of Eastern Nigerians—mainly of Igbo 

ethnic extraction. The coups also brought in their wake, a 30-month fratricidal war, with 

the former Eastern Region of Nigeria as its main theatre. The war ended when I signed 

the surrender instrument in Lagos on 15 January 1970.  

This story has been told and retold in a number of shapes and forms and for varying 

reasons. Some have written to prove their innocence and helplessness in the roles they 

played (even when they wielded considerable influence and power at the time). Some 

have written to show how they won or lost the war, some have written to make quick 

money because they had a good story to tell. Others have written to justify the principles 

and causes in which they believed and for which others lost their lives.  

Depending on the reader’s prejudices and beliefs regarding the civil war, my story will 

also be seen in the light of any of—or a combination of—these reasons. However, it is 

my sincere hope that regardless of such prejudices and beliefs, this narrative will function 

as the pinprick of an injection needle: a fleeting pain (in our conscience rather than our 

flesh) which will bring in its wake, lasting relief, and even initiate a cure for our 

sociopolitical and other problems.  

I also feel compelled to write this book, lest we forget. Lest Nigerians forget that a little 

over thirty years ago (a very short time in the life of a nation) we succumbed to political 

greed and blackmail; we practiced gross social injustices and perfected the craft of half-

truths and self deceit; we cloaked platitudes with the garb of sincerity to justify the 

perpetration of ineptitude; we mortgaged our conscience to pride and prejudice, and we 

murdered justice to keep dishonesty and the trauma of national disenchantment alive. In 

the end we fought the most bloody war that, perhaps, Black Africa has ever experienced. 

It lasted for thirty months and then ended with ‘neither victor nor vanquished’. Indeed, it 

was a very strange and sad war! Lest we forget that the great powers (which see us as part 

of their Black African puppet show) sided with or against us (or played whatever roles 

they chose to during that war) purely on the basis of their own national interests. Their 

care and concern for all we were worth reflected their greatest economic and political 

interests in our affairs; lest we deceive ourselves that in the event of a recurrence, 

international intervention will be swift, sincere, concerned, and disarmingly human.  

Far from throwing Biafra at the mercy of the federal military government by surrendering 

(as some commentators such as Frederick Forsythe in his book Emeka have written) the 

truth is that I stuck my neck out to salvage what was left of Biafra and thus fostered the 

survival and unity of the Nigerian nation. I had at least two other options open to me. I 

could have left the county like others did; I could also have taken control of the Biafran 

Organization of Freedom Fighters (which I knew the federal military government felt 

very apprehensive about) taken to the bush, and prolonged the conflict and suffering 

indefinitely. Instead, I opted for peace in order to stop the inhuman suffering of our 

people. I was fully aware that this option could spell my doom. I freely exercised my 

option to end the war with the full backing and support of Biafran leaders. I should like to 


