The Life And Death Of
Radio Biafra

BY DON JENSEN

Biafran Backgrounder

Mearly o century ogo, the colomiaf
powers met in Beriin o divide the West
Afrbcan spoiis. To Britain went Mgera,
an uncohesive lmnd of fewding éribes.
London provided the giue tho held it to-
gether. But with independence in 1960,
Migerio become unstuck  Trihol jealouws:
les triggered coups, amscssinations and,
in 1966, the mass murder of 30000
ethnic lbos,

The [bos are o remarkable people, am-
hitfeus, indusimous ond educaled. Con-
vinced they were marked for genocide al
the hands af real pofiteal forces, eight
million of them soupht refuge in their tra-
dilionm gastern homelond. There, in the
city of Enugu, ar May 30, 1967, Biafra's
independence was proclaimed

The Migeran government promised
o end the rebalion with “swift, surgical
pefics ootion. " But for nearly thres pears,
the uswally cutqurned but sefdam oul-
Jought Biafrens held ouf, theugh driven
imdo an enclae ona-tanch 8 original
size. Ol off from the outslde word, the
b delant for improuisation paid of
From their home-refined gasodine —ondy
a hir more potent than Biafran “surnival
gin“—fe thelr hand-rolled comailk cig-
araites, they proved neceastty the madhar
af inreniion.

With mn urgent nead fo infuence the
astside workd, Biofro ploced a high prior-
iy on radio brogdcasting. This s the
amasing story of that effort

Howseweer, [t was a lost couse. Evendu-
ally, Biafra was forced fo surrender on
dmn, 12, 1970, The aftermath of the war
wos surprisingiy free of bloodshed and,
within o few ypears, the ethnic fbos wene
maore or less remiegrated (ndo Migenan
national fife. Today, Biafra & ogain par
of Nigeria, where the struggle for stable
natonhood continues, as does a finger-
ing mistrust among the irikal elements.
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Hundmd.i of thousands had already
died, mosthy by starvation, in the B00-day-
old Migerian civil war. Bul against long odds
and shor rathons, the Biafrans stfl lought on
during the summer of 1969,

Diay began eardy in Biafra. In Oy, the
provisional capital sinee Aprl, ruck eon-
woys, kaded with supplies fown in during
the might, rumbled in from the makeshift air-
strip at LK, 18 miles away.

Mot fiawr fromn fowmn, radic engneers warmed
up a shortwave itransmister. A rhythmic

wning signal radiated across the Adrican
farmland.

In the tin-roofed town, Bialrans awoke io
the sound of ramping feet and the abrazive
shiouts of drill sergeants counting cadencs.
Thousands of receivers wene switched on

“This Is Radio Biafra, the home servics of
the Broadcasting Corporation of Biafra
The time Is £5 minutes before &, and we are
broadcasting in the 41 meter band, We In-
vite you to join in our morning dewvotion-
al sarvice. "

That morning, &= on hundreds of mom-
ings hefare, Biafrans, two-thivds of them
Christian [bos, arose Estening to hymns and
pravers from Hadio Biafra. Most would
have no breakfast that day, Their falth
would hawe to sustain them

B'_;,l & a.m., a second fransmitter was on
the air. [t was the Vaoice of Bialra, the over-
SEas mErvice, I:IE'.:rni.ng & newscast to the out:
side world. Most Biakrans, !hnug:h., were lis-
tening fo the domestic channel for the “Ear-
Iy Bird”™ program, & wake-up shosy with fan-
fares, pep lalks and rousing music

“Say it laud!" exhorted annowncer Olso-
ko Mdem. And throughout the sl deepy
countryside, his audlence shoubed back
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ot their radio speakers: “I'm Blafran and
I'm proud!"

For the BCBE's chief enginear, 8.5, Ala-
ribe, formerly senior sound techniclan for
the Eastern ngnrinn Broadcasting Service
in pre-revolutionary days, # had bean
months of scrounging spare parts in a
duindlng local market, somehow keeping
hits transmilbers together with spit, string and
sealimg wax. Hwas an eqgually towgh tme for
progeac wiilers and announcers, veberans
of broadeasting in Lagos and Enugu before
the was, Probably not since Weorld 'War [
had a stalion tried fo operate under such di-
fieult eonditions.

Broadcasting in MNigeria dated back to
1936, but the first station in (he eastern re-
gion of the country wasn'l installed untd al-
ter WWIL. When the civil war began, there
ware two stations In Enugu, the provinelal
capital; the central gowernment's Migerian
Broadcasting Corp, outlet and a commer-
clal station, Eastern Migerian Broadcasting
Service. With the revolution, both were
taken cwer by the Biafran government.

When the paper rebellion became a real
war in July 1967, Biafran radio had been
operating for & meonth, with #s home zer-
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vice on 3980 kHz; the foreign service on
4855 kHz.

Migeria's opening offensive stalled, and
when # did, the hastly trained Biafran
troops pushed forward, startling the world
by eveving bo within 135 miles of the nation-
al capital, Lagos, Benin City, in adjoining
Midwest State, was captured and, for &
month of s0, a newly proclaimed Republic
of Benin allled Hsel with Bialra

Then, in September, the larger and better
tralmed Migadan Federal Army surged
ahead, recaptured Banin City and moved
toward the Blafran capital of Enwegu. The
33-yaar-old Biatran leader, Chukwemaka
Crdumegwy CHukwu made |:||uu1: fo evacu-
ate his revolutionary government to safer
ground, The word came down o the Bea-
fran broadcasters from Dr. Hegwu Eke, the
commissioner of information—"Pack up
and mowe ault

The three transmiters, two shortwave
and one mediumwave, wera big and bulky,
But contingency plans for the mowe had
bsen made in advance. Main sardiches were
pulled and the dismanting work began

Enwgu would fall to the Migerian army on
Oct. 4, but & week earhier, & truck COnoy
left the city, headed for Aba, 120 miles
south, With headights dimmed, & string of
lorries followed black-1opped Highway Ma.
3 through Awgu and Okigwi. There the
road bulged west and crossed the Imo
Hiver. Ihen it siraighiened sointhuiand agaln
o Umuoahia and, after a 37 mile smetch, the
trucks ralled into Aba.

in the new capidal, Biatran radio was re-
beuile. [z mevw ardenmas Hl.l'\lﬂﬂd.'!,l wiene dp. The
$B55-kHz station was back on the alr jusa T2
hiours after it had shut down, Two weeks
lader, the other shorfwave station, s fre-
guency now changed to 6145 kHz, was re-
activated a1 the Voice of Biafra. However,
this move, and bweo subseguent ones, ware
never announced. To the end, the BCE
raintained the fiction that it was still located
il E1|ugl.|

Broadcasting continued despite prob-
lems. Tubes talled; tape recorders sputtered
and sialled. Apologetic announcers broke
in o advize that, “unitil vwe can continue with
the broadcast, here are some recoeds.

A majar interruption oecurred an April 4,
1968, and lasted bao days. Nigerien Al
Force [lyushin jets dropped eight bombs on
Aba, destrosfing buildings end hkiling 36.
The station, which was seoring a propagan-
da impact abroad, had become a key mill-
tary barget. The Lagos governmend also
tried, withaut much sucsecs, bo jam the sta-
tions beginming in July

The Migerian Army was having mone suc-
cess though, On September 4, Aba fell
But, just ene jump ahead, the radio stations
werg moved northward to Lmuahia, a shift
accompished in Just 36 hours

For the woung republic, things hardly
could have been worse. (35 terriory had
shrunk drastically. The dckaty air force had
lomg since been shat out ol the sky, Is roops
were lucky io go Endo combat with more than
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Only known QSL direel from Blafra, received by Alan Roth, now of Mew York Cily, Roth

took kis report s the NY'C ofics of Biafran delegation, which maneged to get & flown Inho

the breakewey nation, with ather afficial correapondence, on the emergency airlift, Radio

Bigfra's chief enginesr wrabe the rerification letter and refurned vio the some rouwte, [¢ was

rmailed o Redh from New York, A high-contrast phodo wes regqudred to bring out the fpping
gince a wall-waorn typewriter ribbon had been used

a hullet or two each. Crullians were dutng,
thioesands each week, from starvation

Then two things happened to change the
pleture., International relied flights began ar-
riwing with food io stem the starcation, and
France's president, Charles DeGaulle, de-
cdded to help Biafra. An officially unofficial
French amirlift, via her former colonies of
Gabon, Dehomey and the [vory Coasi,
brought in erms and ammunition o shore
up the iollering regime.

One afternoon in October 1968, an anti-
aquated DC-4, ane of eight planes on the
Gabon-to-Biafra run, stood on the tarmac
of & milliany airport at the edge of the ea,
sevin miles fram Liboeville. Under the wat-

chitisl eyes of French securitiy men, saesting
Gabonese workmen loaded the alrcradi. An
hour later, the fight crew, three Fren-
chmen, drove up in & tiny Ciroen. By &
p.m., their plane was airborme, an ils way bo
i in beleaguered Biafra, 450 mies away,
Dlssially these flights carried long. rope-
handled ammo bowes and army rations.
That evening, the cargo was different.

& hall-hour out of Annabells, the code
name for the Ll landing sivp, cabin lights
were gwitched off. Landing flaps lowered,
the plane descendad through the warm
darkness, Parallel mows of munway lights
flashed on below, The [ -4 seftled bumplly
of the widened strip of highway that served
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as Biafra's emengency ntemational airpo.
Immediately, the field's kghts went out.

A Biafran ground crew shilfully and swifi-
Ty shified the [arge crates from the aircraft 1o
weiting trucks, Two hours and 80 miles
laber, the special cargo amived at ils dest-
nation, a hidden transmitter site just oul-
side Umuahia

In the wooden crabes were a brand new
shortwawe transmitter and a gas-fueled gen-
erator 1o power it. The compact, 10-kila-
watt transmitter had been purchased secret-
Iy by an mtermediary company from the
Suyiss electronics firm of Brown, Boverd and
Co,, Lid.

The Baden, Switzerland electronics man-
ufacturer refused o divuloe any Information
about the sale. Except for the covert French
ald, Western nations remained newiral o
supparted the Migarlan government in the
ichvil war.

Lader there were reports thed the pus-
chase had been amanged by a couple of
Zurich  businessmen. Theae  two
wheeber-dealars, by the way, later had &
sherilived success with enother becad-
casting venture, & high seas pirate shos-
wiave stakion aboard a ship in the Morth Sea

The Biafrans were mone talkative than tha
Swiss, The newly acquired iransmiites, they
explained, was converted to portable oper-
afiom by thelr oan technicians . Bafore long

it was cperaking on a new frequencyof T304
kHz (it would wary, In coming months, from
about 7300t 7312 kHz, replacing the out-
meded home service stalson, which was re-
tired from service in the 60 metar band.

The overseas service Yaice of Blafra con-
tineed to use one of the remaming odder
fransmitters, [f opersted brksfly on 6100
kiHz, tut then returned 1o 6185 kHz, It wes
installed in what was supposed fo be & per-
manent site, 8 converted homs oetside Um-
uahiz, and was conmected to a directions!
antenna, beamed west, The new transmil-
ter, dor the home audiencs, wes linked bo an
antenna beamed eastward, The portable
unit wes parked nearby,

A mile away, studics and administrative
offices wera located. Broadcoasis wene will-
ten and prepared by no bess than 40 separ-
ate groups, inchuding prominent Tbo univer-
sity lecturers, One group produeced three
different “Mewstalk” shows & day. The
“Ditlook™ commitiee furmed out sl scripds
daily. Much of tha material was recycled in
the officlal “Biafra Mewsletter" publication

The favorable publicity Biafra received
ahroad was the result of a slickly operated
propagands efforl.

It was reported that ene voluntear an the
stafi was bestseling novelist Frederick For-
syth, author, i bater years, of the based-on
fact thrillers, The Day of the dockal,
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The Odessa Fie, and The Dogs of War.

Forsidh had been sent as a BRC reparter
o cover whist was supposed to be “a small,
ten-day war." His reports of the plucky ef
[oets of the Blafrans “angered some manda-
rims in the [British] Foreign Office, ™ he later
told an interviawar from the French weekly,
L& Nouwsel Observateur

Forayth, who admétted to being & cham-
plon of just causes, was recalled from Africa
by the BBIC, He prompily resignaed and re-
turned 1o Biafra as “a freelance journalist.”

Among the Blafrans waere more trained
kroadeasters than could be used by the sa-
tions. Some joined the fighting forces,
Oahers visted refuges camps fo cheer the
homeless, Unemployed musicians and per-
[ormars formed a Biafran version of a US0
road show,

O tthe Ohwnerm front, one rainy aflemeoon;
sobdiers of the Blafran Mongol and Destroyg-
er Battalions walted In & mwddy market-
place in an ohscure village, Eventually, two
old buses plowed through the mire Inbe the
square, A cheer went up B3 a troup of enter
tatners chmbed from the wehicle.

For the next hour, & first class band, sew
aral sngers and & chorus line described by a
Radic Biakra stalfer as “mouthwatering,”
artertained ke fea Gls, Then it was hack 1o
the buses and & joliing 10-mile rde to the
mext bowm,

The leng-expected federal push on Umu-
ahia came in Aprl 1969, Several weeks of
fierce fighting forced the Djukwu govemn-
ment gain o move fis capital, this Gme bo
Cirlu. O the 14zh of the month, the Biafran
slations moved for the third time. Several
dlays later, though, they were bach on the air
fram Obodoukwy, near Orlu. It was the
last mowe

Thowgh the rest of 1969, things wen
froum bad o worse. Nigerian forces drew the
miose tghter around Crlu. As the new year
came, it was clear the resvolubion was nearly
aver, On January 11, 1970, Ojukwu went
inte exike. The neat day, &t 7:30 a.m., Ra-
din Biafra announced the senbor military
commander would have an important an-
nouncement later in the day. Except for a
few news bulleting, Radio Biafra broadcast
non-stop  musie—incleding, this author
recalls, a moving program of well-known
Riack spirituals,

At 3:40 p.m., Maj. Gen, Philip Effiong
announced the sumrender of Biabra.

Gill  few lowal techniclans and chief an-
nouneer Cluahe Mdem kept the station ga-
ing unoificially until federal roops took it
oveer aven iy |ater,

At 2:50p.m., Jan. 14, 1970, Ndern went

| before the microphone to make the final an-

nouncemant; “Hencedorth, the callsign for
this station will be Radio Migeria, broadeast-
ing from Chodoulowy in Orlu. The identifi-
cation signal, untll furiher notice, will re-
main the usual xytophone drums.”

Then the announcer concluded with &
few reassuring words for his family anous-
Ty wealting In the city of Calabar

The incredible story of an Inctedibla radic
siation was over. Radio Biafra was dead! m
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