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Forty Years is a 
Very, Very Long 
Time
By John Sherman (23) 66-67

I began by saying, “I have not been 
in Abuja in 40 years.” Gasps. One man’s 
jaw visibly dropped. Afterwards, I said 
to him, “And you’re not yet 40, are 
you?” already knowing the answer. And 
here he was, all grown up, not only an 
accomplished, published writer of prose 
and poetry, but an attorney.

In 1969, I had hitchhiked through 
Abuja, on my way from Lagos to 
Maiduguri, about 1,000 miles, enduring 
thirst, dust, the ache of bouncing my 
boney ass (we were thinner then) on the 
rock-hard bus seats.

Abuja I barely remember. In my 
mind, captured as if it were one of my 
slides, is a nondescript town near a river. 
Today, of course, it’s the capital and filled 
with boulevards; large, flashy government 
and private buildings; fast-food take-
outs, and cell phones, cell phones, cell 
phones. 

During the week-long conference I 
attended on women in Africa and the 
African Diaspora, where I presented a 
paper on my personal observations of 
the impact of the Nigerian civil war on 
women and children, referencing my 
book and opera on the subject, I emailed 
home from the Internet kiosk in my 
hotel.  Every time, I remembered living 
for three years in Africa on aerogrammes 
alone for international communication. 
And, had I bought a SIM card, I could 

have called my wife Lois McGowan 
Sherman (23) 66-67 who would have 
recalled how isolated she was in Afikpo, 
also 40-plus years before.

My Peace Corps experience in 
Nigeria, of course, led directly to my 
Red Cross experience, with a year in 
between completing my PC service in 
Malawi. After a stint at Ikeja Airport in 
Lagos, where our Nigeria XXIII group 
had landed in September 1966, I was, 
in September 1968, loading food and 
medical supplies on planes destined for 
Calabar, Port Harcourt, and Enugu, once 
again in Nigerian hands as secessionist 
Biafra rapidly shrank.

“How was Nigeria different?” I’ve 
been asked dozens of times upon my 
return.

I answer, informing them I’d lived 
under dictatorships in Nigeria, Biafra, 
Zaire, Ghana, and Malawi: “I saw a 
newspaper headline criticizing the 
head of state.” It had been my turn to 
gasp. And, when I found out from a 
conference participant from Cape Town 
that South Africa Airways landed at 
Lagos, my jaw visibly dropped. Not in 
1969!

This year, I am hoping to return for 
a series of lectures that should include 
areas where I lived in the former Eastern 
Region.  Then, I hope, I can answer the 
question about change. 

What hadn’t changed was 
enormously comforting. Star beer and 
groundnuts were just the same, thank 
god. The Igbo staff of the hotel were 
overjoyed at my ability to (sometimes) 
give the finger-snapping handshake, say a 
few (very few) words of Igbo, and know 
always to pause, to smile, to ask about 
their families and their health. I was 
always smiling. I was, after all, home. 

After a very, very long time. 
[John Sherman has written War 

Stories: A Memoir of Nigeria and Biafra, 
as well as the libretto for an opera, 
“Biafra.” More information at www.
mesaverdepress.com. A month after 
returning from Abuja, he participated 
in a conference at Marquette University 
on the civil war; he will also present a 
paper at the Igbo Studies Association 
conference at Howard University in 
April.]

Nigeria Today

Zuma Rock, outside Abuja, with legendary history. 

Posing at the fountain inside the Centre with Dr. 
James Tsaaior of Pan-African University, Lagos, one 
of the campuses I hope to visit on the lecture tour. 

A group of the hundreds of participants at the International Conference on Women in Africa and the 
African Diaspora, outside the Shehu Musa Yar’Adua Centre - I am near the right - mostly Nigerians 

(and those are mostly Igbos) with a smattering of other African countries, USA, and Britain. 



Friends of NIgeria
supporting

For new members, please provide all of the information requested.
For renewals, please include any changes (please check mailing label above for renewal date).
For donations, specify how it is to be used - VSO or Fantsuam Project and/or unrestricted.

Name _____________________________________________________________________ 

Address ___________________________________________________________________ 

City/State/Zip ______________________________________________________________

Home Phone__________________________ Work Phone_____________________________  

Email______________________________________________________________________

Current Occupation_____________________ Employer____________________________________

Peace Corps Nigeria group ______ PC Service 19____ to____  PC Town _____________________

PC School/Agency____________________ PC Job _______________________________________

Make a Contribution (Tax Deductible) to FON
Join or Renew Your Membership

Support VSO Volunteers in Nigeria...Keep the lorry rolling!
Support the Fantsuam Foundation program

___   Permission to use this information on the FON website Membership Directory

___   I do not wish this information to be shared with the NPCA

___   Friends of Nigeria Membership        - Individual    $20  ____        - Family   $30 ____

___   National Peace Corps Association (NPCA) - Individual Membership   $35

___   FON VSO Project Donation (Tax Deductible)           -  $35  ____  $50  ____  $75 ____  $100  ___  Other $_________

___   FON Fantsuam Project Donation (Tax Deductible) -  $35  ____  $50  ____  $75 ____  $100  ___  Other $_________

___   FON Unrestricted Donation (Tax Deductible)         -  $35  ____  $50  ____  $75 ____  $100  ___  Other $_________

___   I’ll help with the newsletter                                	 ___   I’ll help with special projects 

 Comments and ideas welcome:____________________________________________________________________________________        
 Make your check payable to Friends of Nigeria and mail to Treasurer Peter Hansen, address at top of this page.

Thank    You!
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