
City Resident Lectures, Has Media Interviews  

in Nigeria on Personal Observations  

of Nigeria/Biafra Civil War   
Trip made possible, in part, by grant from Efroymson Family Fund, 

during same month Onitsha becomes Indianapolis’ newest Sister City 
 

“Nigeria On My Mind. Again.” will be the title of an exhibition by writer/photographer 
John Sherman of Indianapolis at the Harrison Center for the Arts from February 2 to 22. In the 
exhibition will be photos from the two times Sherman lived in Nigeria, as a Peace Corps 
Volunteer teacher, 1966-67, and as a member of an International Committee of the Red Cross 
food/medical team, 1968-69, during the Nigeria/Biafra Civil War. Also on display will be his 
Nigerian chief’s regalia, rare war-time ephemera collected by Sherman, a video of the opera, 
Biafra (he is the librettist), excerpts from his book, War Stories: A Memoir of Nigeria and Biafra, 
and other writings, including his essay that also is the title of the exhibition. 

Thanks, in part, to a generous grant from the Efroymson Family Fund, Sherman recently 
spent three weeks in Nigeria, visiting many of the places where he had lived and worked. His 
initial purpose for going to Nigeria was to present a paper at the Igbo Studies Association (ISA) 
annual conference, held in Owerri. The conference hotel was within walking distance of where 
he had worked at a Red Cross clinic in a former prison, less than half a mile from the front lines, 
on a day when a battle was taking place.  

During this visit to Owerri, his first since the war, half a century ago, Sherman presented 
his paper, “The Use of Artistic Works in Conflict Resolution,” and was elected to the advisory 
board of the ISA. He was recently contacted by Editions Universitaires Européennes, a publisher 
based in Saarbrücken, Germany, and offered a contract for a book based on the topic of his 
paper.  

“It was a wonderful visit. Every day brought new adventures, new friends, as well as old 
friends I’d not seen in a very long time,” Sherman said. “I am grateful to the Efroymson Family 
Fund for helping make this homecoming possible.” He added, “I am eager to return to continue 
to build relationships with individual Nigerians and institutions.” 

Upon his arrival in Nigeria, prior to the conference, he stayed in Eleme, outside Port 
Harcourt, the site of Ascension High School, where he had served as a Peace Corps Volunteer 
teacher and librarian. He was escorted by a group of “Old Boys,” a term used to describe alumni 
of a boys’ boarding school. They arranged for an audience with the King of Eleme, a traditional 
ruler, at his palace. There, Sherman was given the title of Chief Oneh Nkuma 1 of Eleme 
Kingdom (Chief Trainer). The following day, he visited his old school, now a co-ed day school, 



and was treated to dancing, singing, and speeches by the students. He had his first of several 
media interviews in Eleme, appearing on an online TV program, Focuseleme.com 
(http://bit.ly/2vTd15O), entitled, “Sleep in Nigeria, Awake in Biafra,” referring to the 
declaration of secession of the Republic of Biafra in the early hours of May 30, 1967.  He was 
also interviewed by reporters with Inside Eleme newspaper.  

Following the ISA conference, Sherman gave lectures at three universities: University of 
Nigeria, Gregory University, and University of Abuja, where, each time, he spoke to hundreds of 
students, faculty, and administrators. In his lectures and his media appearances, he spoke 
about his personal experiences before and during the war. He also currently serves on the 
advisory board for the establishment of Gregory University Press.  

At each lecture, he presented gifts that included a copy of his book, a DVD of the opera 
performance, and pottery from Art Mix, an Indianapolis organization working mostly with 
people with disabilities. At University of Nigeria, he slept in the same building where he and the 
other Peace Corps Volunteers stayed upon their arrival in the Eastern Region of Nigeria in 
September 1966. (His historic photos of Nigeria/Biafra may be viewed at 
www.mesaverdepress.smugmug.com, where he will soon post photos from his recent visit.) 
Also at the lectures, the 20-minute portion of the opera, Biafra, that has thus far been scored 
and performed, was shown to the audiences (www.mesaverdepress.com). Nathaniel Blume, 
formerly of Indianapolis, is the composer and conductor. As a result of the visit, Sherman is now 
working with Nigerians interested in raising funds in Nigeria for the completion of the opera, 
the filming of the opera in Nigeria, and in creating an Igbo-language version. This will be the 
first opera in Igbo. He and Nathaniel are also working on obtaining a fiscal agent to allow for 
tax-deductible contributions by U.S. taxpayers for the completion of the opera.  

 He has been invited back to the three universities where he lectured and has invitations 
from others to speak on a variety of topics pertinent to his experiences and observations on 
Nigeria and Biafra. He plans on composing an essay, “Biafra Then, Biafra Now,” to offer his 
personal perspective on 1960s secession and current calls for a similar action. 

 Sherman appeared on a popular, live call-in TV show, Issues of the Moment, in Onitsha, 
only a few days before that city and Indianapolis signed a Sister Cities International agreement. 
He joined two other panelists to discuss current political situations in Nigeria, including a call by 
some for the recreation of Biafra. The panelists and show host agreed that a referendum on the 
controversial issue was a first step and, soon, Sherman was informed, viewers and others 
across the country began discussing a referendum. During his visit, he was commended by 
many who had read his book and viewed the opera performance for his objective presentation 
of the war.  

 Sherman even participated in a music video, quite a departure from the academic focus 
of his trip, when he was invited to be in a scene being filmed at a club in Abuja, the country’s 
capital, by the popular Nigerian musician  T-blinkz mic’dibia, star of the video, 4Mula: 
http://tooxclusive.com/download-mp3/videoaudio-t-blinkz-micdibia-4mula-ft-spg/.  Sherman 
happened to be wearing his Broad Ripple Art Fair T-shirt at the time, given to him during his 
volunteer stint at the annual event! 
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 On his last day in Nigeria, Sherman visited the former capital and major port and 
commercial center, Lagos, where he had lived, half a century ago, loading planes at the airport 
with foodstuffs and medical supplies during the civil war before being assigned to a team based 
in Elele, in the southeastern part of the country. He was invited by an ISA colleague to attend a 
meeting of an electoral commission, preparing for elections in Lagos State, at a hotel in Ikoyi, an 
upscale Lagos neighborhood.  

 The meetings were held not far from where he had lived with other relief workers, but 
the drive from the airport to the hotel in Ikoyi was now over some of the longest causeways in 
Africa, with pedestrian crossovers, a far cry from the hours of traffic jams he had to endure 
daily to get to and from the airport while serving with the Red Cross.  
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