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Fight Over 
Juicy Morsels 
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 Nigeria 
Newswatch, Aug ust I, 1988 

In the Vanguard 
of Justice 

Gani Fawehinmi, lawyer, author, activist, is a rebel with a cause 

A 
li11le before midday, Wednes­
day, June 29. the premises of 
Court 10, o ld secretariat. in the 
I keja judicial district of Lagos, 

were abuzz ""ith lawyers. touts. clients, 
journalists and .ecuritymen. Ganiyu Abdul 
Oyesola Fa"'ehinmi, belier known as Gani 
Fawehinmi, SO, in a dark blue suit, emerg• 
ed from Coun 10 with Olu Onagoruwa, his 
lawyer and friend of 19 years. The two men 
were accompanied by some lawyers from 
Fawehinmi's chambers, his personal assis• 

tant and a few other friends. Fawehinm• 
was leaving 1 he court a free man, having 
met 1hc; ~undillons of ball granted him b)' 
Justice Oludadc Olad•po Obadina. Fawe­
hinmi had appeared bcfort the judge on a 
cha rge of crimi nal defamation. The pro­
secution alleged :hat he caricatured, in the 
March 7, 1988, issue of African Guardian 
magazine, the verdict of Justice Eniola 
Longe clearing security chiefs Halilu Akilu, 
a co lonel and director of military in­
telligence. and Kunle Togun, lieutenant -

(14) 

colonel and deputy director of state security 
service, SSS, of the alleged murder of Dcle 
U1wa as ··a pre.•arranged collusion between 
the trial judge, the Lagos State attorney ­
general and the director of public prosecu­
tion." 

Onagoruwa drove off but as Fa"'ehin­
mi made for his car, he was suddenly at­
tacked by a man he described as the replica 
or worlll heavyweight champion Mike 
Tyson. The assailant wore sokoto and t,ut,a 
made of cheap ankara and, according to 
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William s:Ncm ideoloqical 

reliable sources. he is fluenl in Hausa, 
Yoruba and English. As he felled Fawehin­
mi with blows, the man poured a stream 
or invectiv~ on him, saying : "For years, 
you have bttn attacking our president; 
you've been abusing 1he president. We 
know you're planning a coup_ All your 
cases are made for coup . \Ve have heard 
abou1 your plan 10 stage a coup. Plouing 
for a cou·p, that is whal you're doing. We 
will deal wi1h you. We will kill you. There 
is nothing your la\\'YCrs and the Nigerian 
Bar Association can do about it." 

Fawehinmi ""as saved from further 
punishment by lhe sliding tackle of Aneriok 
Ekpenyong-Okon, Fawehinmi's 23-year­
old, slim-buill personal assis1an1. Okon, 
dusting up his old lessons in judo, chop­
ped down 1he assailanc Plain -clo1hed 
securi1ymen came to the rescue of the 
assailant. Order was later restored by 

Obadina's armed police orderly. 
Fawehinmi was surprised when the 

securi1ymen insisted 1ha1 he should lodge 
a complaint 10 1he police. He declined. Bur 
when he wanted 10 leave, he was 1old tha1 
he could not because Bukar Biri, an ass is­
tan1 police commissio ner in charge of lke ­
ja zone, wanted to sec him, Okon and 
Adeleke S,anusi, a 26-year-old lawyer in his 
chambe rs, along with the assailant. 

Fawehinmi told Newswatch 1hat 1his did 
001 come to him as a surprise. He said that 
he always has a premonition of trouble. 
That morning. just before he went to coun, 
he experienced Hsome heavy I funny feel• 
ing" - 1he 1ell-1ale signal. As usual, he 
"looked into this room twice, that room 
twice and gave instructions." 

When he was taken before Biri, he was 
surprised that his assailant was on familiar 
terms with the police boss. Fawehinmi said 
1hat Biri was into Some game and that the 
police officer asked him and his group to 
wri1e their names down. Biri handed the list 
of names to the assailant who. after stu­
dying it. wrote down his name as Oseni 
Sanusi. 

Fawchinmi maintains that his assailant 
merely lifted his purpOrted name from that 
of his (Fawehinmi's) lawyer, Adeleke 
Sanusi, which was on the list Biri gave him. 
This, Fawchinm i insists, is more so because 
the address of 62 Awolowo Road, lkoyi, 
which his assailant gave, was an 
undeve loped plot. 

Fawehinmi and his a-des were asked to 
make sratements. Bui his assailant declin • 
cd to make a statement, say ing he did 001 
co me with his reading glasses. He was taktn 
to another room where Biri ordered that 
he should dictate it to a policeman. He was 
away for one hour. 

Biri than charged lhe four men with a 
breach of 1he peace. They were 10 be de­
tained. Fawchinmi protested vehemently. 
Onagoruwa, who had been alerted of 1he 
1wist of events since he earlier lefl ror his 
chambers, had rushed back to Biri's office 
and was witness to what he characterised 
as a " shocking spectacle." He told Biri 
that, as Fawehinmi's lawyer. he disagreed 
with his intention co comoulsorily clamp 
him into detention wnnout 1he optfon of 
bail. According to Onagoruwa, the offence 
with which Fawehinmi was being held, if 
proVed in court, carries only a month im• 

Sadia t : Gani not a dictator 

prisonment or a fine. Birl listened coolly 
but refused them bail. 

Fawehinmi said that Biri's behaviour was 
in line with a determined plot to put him 
away in detention at all cost. He said Oseni 
Sanusi, hi.s assailant, confessed before Biri 
1hat he attacked Fawehinmi because he was 
insulti ng the president. Said Fawehinmi: 
''The assailant 1old Biri: 'Ranka dade 
(Hausa for may you live long), leave me to 
deal with Lhis useless man.' '' 

The four men were taken to Onikan 
police statioo, lkoyi, and were locked up 
in one cell. Fawehinmi, sensing that Oseni 
Sanusi was to be locked up with 1hem, pro­
tested 10 no avail. Then he told the police 
officer in charge 1ha1 he was certain that 
the authorities had hatched a plot to 
eliminale him but assured that if Oseni 
Sanusi was se1 up to bring this about, he 
should expect 1he corpses of all 1hc four of 
them. 

F 
awehinmi drew his battle plans 
against Oseni Sanusi. He gave his 
personal assistant, Okon, and 
lawyer Adeleke Sanusi instructions 

on how they would attack in the event of 
renewed hostilities. He himself would use 
his buckle and his shoes as weapons. He 
removed his jacket and folded it into a 
pillow and laid his head on it. 

As his mind re0ected over his bait le plan, 
he thou~hl about the end of his sojourn on 
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earth, about his family of two wives and 
twelve children, for whom his will had ade­
quate ly taken ca re of . His only source of 
sadness was the law centre he had com­
pleted plans to build. As a predeterminist, 
he mused on this philosophy and came to 
the conviction that if he died that night, 
then he was not destined to build the dream 
law centre. Before long, he fell asleep 
because "age and the rigours of my ordeal 
told heavily against me." 

Thursday, June 30. Early in the morn ­
ing, Fawehinmi and his cell mates were 
driven to Biri's· Ikeja office, some 2S 
kilometres away, Biri did not see them 
before they were later arraigned before 

' Obafemi Awolowo Way, lkeja, chief 
magistrate court where Fawehinmi and the 
other accused persons were granted bail. 
No one stood surety for Oseni. He simply 
walked away from the court into freedom. 

Fawehinmi was not that lucky. As he 
I made to go, he was promptly arrested and 
whisked away to Panti Street criminal in­
vestigations department, Yaba. This time, 
he was brought before assistant commis-' 
sioner of police Odubela, who told 
Fawchinmi that he and his second wife, 
Shadiat, were alleged 10 have attempted 10 
burn down his (Fawehinmi's) 28 Sabiu 
Ajose Crescent, Surulere, home. Fawehin­
mi hit the roof. 

A week before his ordeal in the hands of 
Oseni Sanusi, eight hefty men broke into 
that home early in the morning, armed with 
jerrycans of petrol. They smashed the glass 
door but before they could torch the place, 
'Fawehinmi's wife raised an alarm. Two of 
the men were arrested by the IS guards on 
duty and taken to Bode Thomas police sta­
tion, from where they were said to have 
been transferred to Panti Street CID, 
Odubela's own territory. Upto the time he 
appeared before Odubela, Fawehinmi was 
yet to know how far investigation into the 
matter had progressed. Now, for the police 
to turn around and accuse him of attemp­
ted arson of his own house was, for him, 
the limit. 

Fawehinml: Tell me, what am I suppos­
ed to achieve with burning down my house? 

Odubela: Ah, to embarrass government, 
of course! 

Fawehlnml (shouting): How can a 
government be so stupid as to think that 
I and my wife will arrange to burn down 
our children, roast them alive, burn the 
books there worth over one mil1ion naira? 
Where are the men we arrested? I want to 
sec them. I am prosecuting government of­
ficial~ for murder. When fact is fact, what 
is the embarrassment? Is it today that they 
have been after my li'fe? I have deposited 
my will since November 3, 1986. So, how 
can I now arrang e to burn down my house 
with a view to impressing the public that 
they arc going to kill me? 

Fawehinmi said unprintable things about 
the government. Oduhela cut him short and 
called in Onagoruwa to arran,ge bail for his 
friend. Fawehinmi told Newswatch that he 
was granted bail in his own rccognisance. 
He said he found this intriguing because the 
offence he was threate'ned with carri<.-s a 

Nigeria 
penalty of 20 years impriso nment on con­
viction, yet he was refused bail for affray 
which draw s only one month 
imprisonment. 

The same day, Fawehinmi went to the 
Institute of Advanced Legal Studies, 
University of Lagos, where his new book, 
Bench and Bar in Nigeria, was being laun­
ched that afternoon. More than one hour 
behind schedule, Fawehinmi still received 
a standing ovation that shook the con­
feren~e hall fo r minutes. He savoured that 
moment of triumph. There w~re justices 
Adenekan Ademola and FrancLS Awogu of 
the court of appeal, Ilse Sagay . a professor 
of law and close friend of Fawehinmi who 
reviewed the book, Alao Aka-Bashorun, 
president of the Nigerian Bar Association , 
NBA, delegations of some northern states' 
judiciaries and prominent lawyers. Every­
one who had the privilege to speak praised 
the book and its author. 

Fawehinmi told Newswatch that the 

Supreme Court ruled in his favour. 
The Supreme Court decision has since 

created more problems for him. He said . 
both legal and extra-legal means have been 1 
officially employed to stop him . In just six 
and half months, the court cases he is 
saddled with, arising from the Dele Giwa 
murder affair, has risen to 25. They are 
pending in high courts, the court of appeal 
and Supreme Court. 

A 
t the extra-legal level, Fawehinmi 
says he faces ugovernment 
harassment and intjmidation. ' 1 

He said in the early days of his 
crusade to prosecute the security bosses, a 
helicopter new very low over his Anthony 
village chambers on a mission to expressly 
intimidate him. He said when the chopper 
hovered over his chambers, telephones and 
other electronic gadgets vibrated strange­
ly, indicating, according to him, that 
something sinister, including bugging his 

Glwa (left) a major subject of Fawehinmi 's (rl11ht l brushes with security agencies 

security agencies and governme nt were 
beginning to be jitlery over whatever he 
docs. According to him, his incarceration 
for 24 hours just before the launching of 
the book was a calculated attempt to abort 
it . He said, even so, he was not surprised 
because the battleline between him and the 
authorities had long been drawn. 

What is the bone of contention? Why is 
Fawehinmi 41 Confronting" the govern­
ment? His brushes with the authorities, at 
least in recent times, began in 1986 when 
Dele Giwa, first editor-in-chief of 
Newswatch, was murdered, October 19, 
through a parcel bomb at his breakfast 
table. Fawehinmi, a friend of Giwa, went 
to court asking for the right to prosecute 
security chiefs Akilu and Togun for their 
role in the murder. When he lost his case 
in the high court and the federal court of 
appeal, Fawchinmi went on 10 the Suoreme 
Court. On December 18, last year, the 

Akilu 

communication lines, was being attempted. 
He said sometime in August last year, be 

was beaten up by naval ratings along Air­
port Road, lkeja. The men had accused 
him of not moving his car off for them in 
a traffic bottleneck. 
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 Thursday, March 17. 1his year. a mange 
man who "posed as a law student amongs1 
48 law s1uden1S on a1tachmcn1 from 1he 
Law School , wa.s found ou1 (in 1he 
chambers) and wben sea rched, was wear­
ing two pairs of trousers - . the inner 
trousers bore the number of the slate direc• 
!orate of intelligen ce and inves1iga1ion, 
SO Ii No. MD :Ml. 

By Ma y 2, barely a mon1h and half la1er, 
his night guard. Abubak ar Gambo, was 
knock ed c1o .. ,, ~ an unkno wn person near 
Oshodi mad:a . Five days la1er, Emmanuel 
Eziohuru. fa..,-d io mi's gardner, was 
kn ocked dow1a near Fawehinmi's house by 
a vehicle whidl F;iwehinmi claimed belong­
ed 10 lhe SDU Ulaehed 10 Pan1i police s1a-
1ion. The polk, oflic-er involved was one 
Chibuto Om:oha.. 

The spectxk of bortor 100k a 1urn for 
the "''Of'SC July U and 16, 1he weekend 
Fawebin mi plann<d to visit his home1own, 
Ondo . His moc.hcr bad, a day earlier, come 
10 Lagos , lhw ..boning the scheduled home 
visit. He said dgl11 men, armed wi1h dig­
gers arid a:xc:s, clim bed the roof of his 

Ade9oke: Gani even st ones own mother 

20 Gani Fawehin mi Strcc l, in Ondo, an d 
tore through the ceiling into his empty 
bedroom. Neighbou rs were alerted and the 
police came armed with guns and 1eargas. 
Two of the men were arrested. One of 1hcm 
had at1empted to jump down from the 
ceiling and broke his leg. 

Fawehinmi remembers June 10, this 
year . as a special da y. He said 1ha1 165 arm­
ed policemen, accompa nied by 30 SSS men 
in differen1 group s, invaded his chambers, 
his Surulere home and his law publishing 
company al 90 Lewis Stre<I, Lagos. "They 
searched everywher e in 1he 1hrcc places and 
took away 496 copies of lhe book, Murder 
of Dele Giwa, the right of a private pro­
secutor, and 1,425 copies of a bookie! wri1-
1en bv Segun Oke o o, radical siudenl 

New~warch, l\u p:u~l I, 19RR 

leader of the lale 1970s. Faw ehinmi was 
later locked up a1 Alagbon Close police s1a­
tion on the ground, according to him, that 
"lh e book on 1hc murder of Ocie Giwa was 
capab le of bringing down 1he government 
by inciting the generality of Nigerian peo• 
pie." He was releas ed next day . 

Fawchinmi told Newswatch he reported 
all cases of attack on hi:s home and ramily 
to 1he police. Wh<re the a1tacks came from 
securilymen, he goes 10 lhe press . 

Police refused to discuss 1his. At lhe 
Panti S1reei CID. Yaba, Newswatch was 
1old Odubela was 001 at his seat. Even if 
he wer,, an assistant police commissioner 
said, "we can'1 1alk 10 you on Gani 
Fawehinmi or any issue for 1ha1 mauer. Sec 
police PRO. I am 1hrough wi1h you. Bye." 

B,ri said that he had made a report on 
1he Fawchinmi case to state police head­
quarlers, Oduduwa S1rcc1, lkeja . He ad­
vised 1ha1 1he appropria1e place 10 discuss 
1he mailer is 1be police PRO's office 
"because we are nol authorised 10 lalk 10 
1he press." Osila Uzochukwu, 1he police 
PRO. said 1ha1 he had nor received Biri's 
report or any other on Fawehinmi. 

Fawchinmi's unrelenting opposition 10 
government over what he considers the la1-
te.r•~ "obnoxious actions" began almost 
1wo decade s ago. In 1%9, he 100k on 
adultery againsi Andrew Obeya, lhen 1he 
secrelary to the now defunct Benue-Plateau 
Staie governmenl. Obeya was alleged to 
have seduced a married woman, Hannatu 
Abashe, whose husband was a fac1ory hand 
in Jos. Fawehinmi said when the case 
began, the la1e Governor Joseph Gomwalk 

, and 01hers en11ea1ed him 10 wilhdraw bu1 
1ha1 he refused. He was la1er charged wi1h 
bringing some arms 10 Pank shin local 
government area. He was detained and 
transferred from one prison to another in 
the north for seven months. Fawehinmi 
was 1hen just 31. He received news of lhe 
birth of his firs1 son, Mohammed, in 
detention. 

When he returned 10 Lagos in 1970 10 
put toget her his sha 1tered legal practice, he 
was already convinced that too much coer• 
cive power lay in lhe hands of govcrnmcnl. 
He resolved lhat from then onwards, he 
would a lways be on I he side of the mas ses, 
of 1he poor. That resolve did not take long 
to be 1cstcd. In 1971, he collided wi1h 
"Black Scorpion" Benjamin Adekunle, 
now a retired brigadier. who detained one 
Amos Ayodeji. Fawehinmi fought for and 
secured Ayodeji' s release 1hrough a Lagos 
high courl. Adekunlc re1alia1ed by de1ain­
ing Fawehinmi himself. 

Belween 1hen and 1978, when he was 
charged and held for inci1ing lhe Ali-musl • 
go srudeni rio1s in which some university 
students were killed, he 1acklcd the Minere 
Amakiri case. Amakiri, a journalist, was 
sha,ed and hors e-whipped for publishing 
a story in 1he Nigerian Observer of a 
teachers' strike in Rivers State. The stor)' 
appeared on the birthday of state governor, 
Alfred Die1e-Spiff. Fawehinmi won the 
case. He was commended by 1he trial 
judge, Ambrose Allagoa. 

There were other cases involving students 
(of Ibadan and Benin universities) and 1he 
Oknka ri01s. Most of 1he class -orien1ed 
case, in which he roo 1ed for 1he underdogs 

( 171 

were landmarks judgincn1s. Among 1hem 
were 1hosc of 1he la1e Delc Giwa and Ray, 
Ekpu, both then of 1he Concord group. 
Giwa was cha rg ed with publishing 
:lassified mauer. 1he content of a cmo ­
municalion between the inspecror•general 
of police and the federa l a1torney -general. 
He was refu sed bail. Ekpu was charged for 
murdc;,· ror war11in.K i11 hb rolun11) that at 
the rate public buildings were being set afire 
to cover _up criminal 11acks, NECOM 
House could be in danger. Shor1ly after. 
'.'JECOM H ouse was so 1orched. Fawehin ­
mi success fully defended bo1h men . 

One word 1ha1 fea1ures ln all of Fawehin­
mi's crusades is .. injustice." His saying no 
to injustice and revolting against the system 
are as old as Fawehinmi himself. His 
reminiscences of his early life show a child• 1 

hood of rugged rasca!ity. He feared no bul­
ly 1hough he was, for most of his early • 
years, very small. Al1hough his fa1hcr had 1 
SO children, Fawehinm i commanded family ' 
allenlion 1hrough !rouble-making. His 
school fees were the first 10 be paid in order ' 
to s1op him from making !rouble. 

His mo1her and firs1 wife, Ganial, say 
1ha1 radicalism runs deep in the family . 
Segun Adegoke. a former commis~ioner in 
the last civilian regime in Ondo State and t 

a lawyer who once worked in Fawehinmi's 
chambers, said that as a child, Fawehinmi 
IOok 10 1he streets whenever he had 
disagreemenl with his mother. Some1imes, 
he resorted 10 throwing stones, even at the 
molher. 

A 
flcr his seco ndar y school educa­
lion in I 958. Faweh inmi worked 
as a filing clerk at 1he Lagos High 
Court and, la1er, a11hc Niger ian 

Pons Au1hori1y, Lago s. as a tally clerk. He 
wen1 10 Bri1ain in 1961 10 study. While in 
Brilain, his falher, a timber magnate, died . 
Fawehinmi remembered the period as one 
of abandonmen1 by rela1ions and friends 
alike. He managed to finish his law course 
1hrough grcal pri valions. In January I 965, 
he was called 10 lhe bar. 

He was an ave rage s1uden1. H e passed 
in division three in his school certificate ex~ 
aminations. He obtained average grades in 
his advanced level papers. His law resull 
was even worse. He made an ordinary pass. 
But on his return to Nigeria, nothing re• 
mained ordinary any more. His sufferings 
in Bri1ain on 1he dealh of his father created 
for him a deep consciousness of 1he suffer­
ings and problems of 1he poor. H e came 
home determined nol only 10 fighl againSI 
the economic deprivation of his years in 
Brilain, bu1 also 10 pursue the defence of 
the interesis of the poor. His annual 
scholarship awards 10 poor s1udents is 
evidence of his commitme nt . II has shaped 
his percep1ion of, and rela1ionship 10, law 
and legal prac1ice. He says 1hat in this, he 
reaches: out to one Justice Abbot whose 
first name he does 001 remember. Said 
Abbo1: "My consli1uency is law; my vision 
is social jus1ice. '' In playing Abbo1 , 
Fawchinmi is uncompromising on prin­
ciples, no matter who is involved, 

His relationship with his profe ssional 
colleagues in the Nigerian Bar A~ociation, 
NBA. is as vola1ile as 1he one wi1h lhe 

' 
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Nigeria 

authorities. In 1986, his volume 2 of the 
Nige r ian Constuu1ionaf law Reports was 
advertised in the March 23 issue of West 
Africa magazine. The magazine advertise­
ment described Fawehinmi as "the famous, 
reputable and controversial Nigerian 
lawyer." The disciplinary committee of the 
NB:A. headed by Richard Akinjide, then 
federal attorney -general, requested 
FaY..ehinmi to show cause within 14 days 
why he should not face the NBA 's 
disciplinary committee. Rather than reply 
the NBA, he went to court. arguing that 
the committee, where the attorney-general 
wa,s both the judge and the accuser, could 
not be fair and pleaded that the NBA be 
stopped in its disciplinary measure. 

Fawehinmi won all the way to the Supreme 
Court. 

lional You th Service Co rps, NYSC, who 
was accused of corrupt enrichment. 
Fawehinmi said although he was opposed 
to corruprion, he needed to defend th ose 
charge d before the tribu na l iTI order to pu t 
muscle 10 his opposirion 10 the stand o f the 
NBA. He said in the case o f Obasa, there 
were areas where lhe prosecutfon went. 
beyond the law. He argued in favour' of his 
cHent but where there were clear cases of 
corruplion, he declined 10 defend him , a 
role which he said, drew the admiration and 
commendation of the military tribunal 
chairman. 

In 1984, Fawehinmi had another brush 
with the NBA. The association had ordered 
all lawyers not to appear befo re military 
tribunals because they were heade d by 
military officers instead of judges. 
Fawehinmi disagreed. Herold Newsworch 
1ha1 the NBA was merely trying 10 pro1ec1 
class interests because many of the clients 
of lawyers in the political era were paliti• 
ciam, some or whom were also themselves 
lawyers . He argued 1ha1 the widespread 
corruprion of rhe Second Republic called 
for a drastic remedy. Although a brillianl lawyer, Faweh inmi 

has been repearedly denied of being con­
ferred with SAN title. He said thar having 

He defied rhe NBA and went on to de­
fend Peter Obasa, former <lirec1or, Na-

Rise Up and Work 
- --- -- - ---- -- --- -- - --- -

From sunrise to sunset, Fawehinmi brealhes only one word: work 

I n tl1e early hours of Monday, Ju ly 4, the cock crowed, 
hera lding rhc dawn of a ne" day and the beginning of the 
rendezvous of millions of Nigerians with their appointed fares. 

For Gani Fawehinmi. i1 was a Jay just like any other. excepl 1hat 
he had 10 appear in courr in respect of one of the 25 cases resulling 
from his effort, to prosecutf '"o secur11y chief s , Colo nel Halilu 
Akilu, head of the Directorate of Military Intelligence, OM I, and 
l,ieute-nant-Colonel Kunle Togun, deputy director of the Staie 
Security Service, SSS, for 1heir alleged involvement in the murder 
o r NPwt wmrh founding editor - in-chief , Dele Giwa. 

He rose from his king-sized upsta i,s bedroom in his. lkeja 
residence at 6. The bed, as usual, was a riotous mess with several 
law books, newspapers and periodical s littering 11. They a lways 
co mpete with him for space on it and Fawehinmi always loses 
- the books are the nourishment for his ferti le brain , invariably 
febrile with court strategi~ and tactics and never shrinking from 
taking imaginative leaps in plotti ng precedents and constructing 
his ramous legal pyrotechnics. 

As soon as he got out of bed , he perfo rmed rhe ol-subuhi, one 
of his early morning religiou s ri1uals. 1t lasted only two minutes; 
he I hanked Allah for all He has blessed him wirh. He then began 
his toilet chores_ By 7.30, he wasready, nattil y d ressed in a dark­
greyish suit. Downsra irs, a por o f black coffee, prepared by his 
fairh ful perso nal assistant, Okon, _was already on the modeSI 
dining-table which struggles for attention in the sining-roo m with 
some noridescript pieces of furniture and tens of canons of 
materials for his next Jaw book. 

Fawehinmi's life style is . to put it mildly, extremely spartan. 
He is a re,ro1aller but he loves beverages , particu larly coff ee and 
tea: the latter he uses to function effective ly within the ambience 
of rhe maddening inrensity tha t pervades his chambers in Ajao 
Es1a1e. Anthony Village; and lhe former to get his adrenalin pum• 
ping in readiness for a tough case in court. 

This morn ing, he too k a couple of cups o f black coffee. savour­
ing its strong aroma and prepared finally to commence his 
triangular movement - from the house to the court , to the 
chambers and back to rhe house every working day without fail, 
exce pt when he travels out of Lagos. 

Wherever he goes, Okon goes. The rwo, Joined by a lawyer 
from his chambers, entered -his dark -green Peugeor 505 saloo n 
car a, 8 .30. Their destination was lkeja H igh Court num ber 5, 
where J usticc Samuel llor i presides . Scheduled for hearing was 
one of the several libel cases instir uted againsr him by Akilu and 
Tog un. But theJ,earing did nor ta ke place. llor i had start ed his 
annual vacation and a new date was fixed for September. 

Wilh rhe new da te se11led, Fawehinmi chatted briefly with some 

.... 

of h is co lleagues. He har dly c-e r gets the chance to interaa " ith 
any of them. He usually exchanges pleasantr ies with them befott 
and a fter court proceedings. Having done just 1ha1, he left for 
his chambers . He was scheduled to tra vel our to Singapore tlwu 
night to conclu de arrangements for the print ing of the first series 
of his planned 50-volume Supre me Court law repo rts, a project 
he is investing H7 .2 million in rel_entless pursuit o f his crusade 
ror "democratisation of the country's legal system." 

He arrived his chamhers at IO and immedia tely called a meeun, 
wit h four o f his la.wycrs. The only agenda w.u a review of pen­
ding cases the chambers is handling. The meeting was int errupted 
intermittenlly by the jnsistent ringing of his state-of-t he---an 
telephone. The same model sits atop every rable in the chambcn 
The conversatio ns \\er e mostl y brief bu t pleasant. Many of the 
callers sympathised with him for his latcsl tribulations with ...:wi ­
ly agents and expressed support for his cause. Occasionally, he 
broke inlo a rob ust laughter 1ha1 seemed 10 well up from the in­
ner recesses of hi!) soul. The sound had overw~elming presence. 
conveying through the cavernous office rhe con fl\lence of the man 
who ,ee ms 10 have t he whole of his world firmly in his hands. 

At 11. he convened another mee1 ing to review more cases. The 
relevant files were called for and he gave spec.ific instruc1ioo.s to 
each of the lawyer~. Suddenly, his smoot h , cherubi c face fur-

Ok o n . Oyetib u: Sup po rting a w orthy cause 

" 
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devoted hie. dture life to the practice of law. 
he would have loved to be a SAN. But 
under the present dispensation, he does not 
desire it. Segun Adegoke said that Fawehin­
mi more than deserves the award bul add­
ed that SAN or no SAN, Fawehinmi "is 
undeniabl y the senior advocate of the 
masses, SAM. in this country." 

F 
awehinmi's advocacy is a product 
of hard work. The preparation is 
painstakingly meticulou s and tho ­
rough . When big cases are at hani:t, 

he holds mock trial sessions in his 
chambers. They are said to be more exac­
ting than those in the real court. Presenla• 
tion of 1he case itself is an art in which 
Fawebinmi is well-practised. He insists that 
the lawyer's language must be edifying. He 
compares himself in court to a general in 

the battlefield. He works on his opPQnenl, 
psychologically terrorises him through a 
co mbination of artful drama and brilliant 
presentation. The judges 1hemselves are not 
spared. He researches into their past 
judgments and through a skilful presen• 
tatfon of their position, puts them in a 
situation that is often difficult 10 back away 
from. 

In law, Fawehtnmi has ach.ieved great 
success. He says that wha1ev.er he touche s 
is a success. ' 'I have a Midas touch." he 
told Newswatch. Today, his law business 
is divided into two, the chambers and the 
Nigerian Law Publications Limited. The 
chambers has 385,000 volumes. The opera­
tions of the two companies are computeris­
ed. He has published 27 books includin g 
six volumes of the Nigeria Constitulional 
Law Reports, three volumes of the 

rowed into bare!) ,-isible lines and he addressed one of them with 
measured sttrnness. h was a cross between an exhortation and 
an'. order deliberately designed to have maximum impact. ··You 
must cite all the legal authorities and present all supporting 
evidence and documents on the case. l don't want to hear, • I 
didn't get this or that.· If you make any mistake. I 'II be very bit• 
ter." And that brought the meeting 10 an end . 

Then he beamed al one of the Newswatch reporters, who sug• 
gested that he is a "dictator." "I am." he declared with childlike 
innocence, "but I get things done." He said all the 23 lawyers 
in his chambers arc young but hard-working, which is to say that 
they are imbibing his work ethic - long hours of meticulous 
preparation for the jobs to be done. The deputy head of the 
chambers. a 28-)'ear-old legal wunderkind, Tayo Oye1ibo. is, ac­
cording to him, •·a genius'' who has bested a senior advocate 
and one of the foremost lawyers in the country a1 the Supreme 
Court IS times so far this year alone. 

Fawehinmi is e:<tremely mobile, a sigr\ of his restlessness. One 
moment, he was on his feet, slicing the air with his hands, a way 
of putting emphasis behind every word he spo ke: the next mo• 
ment, he was conducting an interview with the Newswatch team. 
"There is no lawyer, who worked in this chambers, who is not 
doing well on his own," he said . 

At 50, Fawehinmi is a bundle.of energy but he eats only one 
major meal a day, \\hich is lunch in the office. Ganiat, his first 
wife, had telephoned to lei him know 1ha1 his lunch was on the 
way. At 3 p.m., Okon cleared the conference table in his offic e 
and set ii for lunch for which he invited the two Newswatc/1 
rePQrters and his deputy, Oye1ibo. It was quite a spread - two 
bowls of rice, each covered with a layer of boiled shrimps and 
two bowls of st°" with large pieces of chicken struggling for space 
in them . He washed down the meal with cold water. 

Supreme Court of Nigeria Low Reports 
and IO volumes of the Supreme Court 
Digest. In addition, he has published 80 
volumes of the Nigerian Weekly Low 
Reports. •~" 

So. how much is- Fawehinmi worth? 
HMy law business is a million naira 
business," is all that he would say. A 
glimpse of what he is worth may be gleall'.n 
ed from his annual personal income taxi 
which was N32,000 for 1987 and N27,000' 
for 1986. The books in the chambers are ' 
insured for N3 million, those of the 
Nigerian Law Publications, N9.2 milliorlf 
the chambers' buildings are insured foil-> 
Nl.5 million and the computers well ove~ 
M.5 million. • 

For the future, he plans to build a law' 
centre for N25 million, the largest of its kill'.d 
in the country and perhaps in Africa. Sortw 

Even while eating, he held court, fielding questions with un• 
diminished enthusiasm on two of his favourite subjects: law and 
the vagarie$ of the legal system and the incompetence of govern­
ment. Every no" and then, he asked Oyctibo to amplify his 
answers, each a oomplete anecdote of his experiences in the courts 
and his numero us brushes with the authori ties, particularly in 
recent times. 

After the meal, coffee was served. He had Lipton tea. But very 
often, he drinks Korean Ginseng herbal tea. "It is very good. 
it purifies the blood and clears the head," he says. He has been 
drinking Ginseng since 1976. 

would go to the airport straight from the chambers . His flight 
was scheduled to depart al 9.30 p .m. and he had barely two hours 
left to go 10 the airPQrt for the flight formalities. "What if you 
are slopped from travelling by security agents?" Newswatch 
reporters asked him. Again, the robust laughter . His response 
conveyed the impres sion of a man who has banished fear from 
his pysche. "I'm anticipating it , but I've made alternative ar­
rangements. If they stop me, Oyetibo will get on the next flight 
and take the materials to the printers," he said. 

His book, Bench and Bar in Nigeria, is "dedicated to the best 
values and virtues of the legal profession, which ought to be and 
must strive 10 remain the everlasting beacon and dependable bas­
tion of hope, succour, defence and aspiration of the needy, the 
oppressed, the persecuted, the deprived. the neglected, the ignored 
and the cheated in our society." This 51-word dedication aptly 
reflects the essence of Fawehinmi and his cause. And everyday 
of his life is mortgaged to the struggle for his cause. His parting 
statement 10 Newswatch: "I'll fight until my last breath." 

At 4.30 p.m. , it was time for another staff meeting, during 
which he issued more instructions to some of his lawyers and other 
key aides. This one was very brief. Th ereafter, he spent close to 
three-quarters of an hour dealing with administrative problems 
and signing cheques for the cham bers. Then he sent for all the 
law school students on attachmen t to inform them that he would 
be travelling out that night and gave them "their new 
assignments.•• 

Placed by his desk were his travelling bags already packed. He - By Noss lgiebor 

(19) 
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tb~ee acr.cs of land have b<:en acquired for 
thls purpose and he plans to add a book 
publishing finn to the chain. He wiU throw 
N7 .S million to the Ni~erian Weekly Low 
keoorts and another N7.2 million to the 
"mbittous 50-vo1ume Supr~me Court Law 
Reports. To ensurt continuity, he plans to 
give 80 percem or the shares of these new 
businesses and or the law publishing com­
pany to UAC, Cadbury and the leading 
banks ''because lhey have the managerial 
know-how.•• 

His house in lkeJa GRA is a modestly 
furnished twin duplex. What it lacks in high 
taste, it makes up in volumes of books scat­
te red about in thrc,, studies and his 
bedroom. He says N2,000 is enough for his 
personal up-keep . an amount that may be 
considered realistic considering tho.t ht and 
his two wives have no social life beyond the 
confines of their home. At home, h• says 
he is a dictator though his 1wo wive!i deny 
it. Though he se<eks their opinion, he over ­
rules any opinion that clashes with his own. 

Fawehinmi gives tow marks to all 
Nigerian goYernmcnts since independence 
but reserves a special place in his heart for 
Chukwuma Nz<ogwu, the major who led 
Nigeria's fir.st military coup. He is worried 
by the dwindling ranks of radical, in 
Nigeria. About 8S perfent of them arc now 

Nigeria 
scrv[ng in government. He said only three What do others think of Fawehinmi? 
of them-himself, Onagoruwa and Fcla - Everyone who spoke to Newswatch 
remain true to their convictions. RadicaJ acknowledges his tremendous energy and 
historian Bala Usman worries him by .. his industry. They shower praises on his ad­
unusual silence in recent times." vancing the frontiers or Niger ia's legal 

The legal field is one that Fawehinmi I practice by his immeasurable contributions 
discusses with ccl/,,iderable emotions. He in the field or legal literature. His law 
admires the judges of the Supreme Court reports and Supreme Court Digests are a 
for their independence and brilliance. The rar e gem, Justice Andrew Obase lti, of the 
Supreme Court, he says, is the only shin- Supreme Court, Akinola Aguda, a former 
Ing jewel of Nigeria's public institution s chief judge and ex-director of the Nigerian 
because the right men were "surprisingly Institute nf Advanced Legal Studies , 
put in the right place." The late J.I.C Olakunle Orojo, the new chairman of the 
Taylor, a chief judge of Lagos, i, a man Nigerian law Reform Commission, Alao 
he credited with great integrity, intelligence Aka-Bashorun, president of NBA, 
and courage. He refused to express his Babatunde lbironke. director of the Nigeria 
views on serving judges other than those Law School, Lagos, and Ayodele Ajomo. 
of the Supreme Court. the man who replaces Aguda at the Ad· 

But in the bar , Rotimi Williams who was vanced Lesal Studies Institute praised 
called to £he bar when Fawehinmi was the, Fawehinmi. 
and who he has had to face in his chequered 
history of legal battles, rates high in his 
assessment. He describes Williams as pro­
digiously brilliant and hardworking, but he 
con tends that he stands opposed to him 
because of the different ways they see law. 
He says tha1 whilt he secs law with con­
siderable ideological sensitivity nnd fights 
so that it be used to redress socia l and 
historic wron~. Williams is non-ideological 
and practi1es law for the sake of law . 

S 
ays Obaseki: "He is one of the 
frontline lawyers, very knowledge­
able in law and volume of prac­
tice. He presents hi.s cases in court 

very efficiently and he assim judges in the 
citation of cases." 

Aguda: Thi s is a man who believes in a 
certain cause and"'1e follows it to the best 
of his ability regardless of what 01hers 
think . He is a man that one should rcaUy 

Through his Eyes 

A k 

Gani Fowehinmi spoke wilh Ntws~•atch 's Noso IRitbor, stnim 
assoriore editor. und Onome OsiJo- Whiske,,, ass1s1an1 erfi'mr, 

fnr a 1otol of 20 hours. Below are exrerpts: 

flalrwa: Balew.:i rncrelv filled 1he ~ap. J-le was a pantomime in 
1 he nand-. of ~,rdaum:1 He wa,; runninl! ~,wernmenl M ::t rtav• •c,. 
do, 1 affair anC of c.·our~ he did nc,t succeed. 

The murdtrrrs of Dele Glwa: I am challenging 1he government: 
wha t happened to the ballis1ichm's report: That is where tt"le 
fear of govemmem lies; 1hcy will not allow me to pro!iecu1e 
Akilu and Togun . Th, ballistician removed some panicles and 
examined them and knew where the particles came from. whkh 
unit it came from. I challenge the government today to nuh li\h 
th" report. The ba\listician was the man wh o examined th<.': par ­
riclelii and made a report 10 governmc:!IH Onc"e 1hat report ic. 
nubli5hed, Nigerians will never doubt me again . 

Th• ,ludklary: The chief judges assign cases and 1hey arc the 
people who assiS1 judges to be appointed through their own 
remarks. If a chief judge wants a case won, he knows 1he judp_e 
to send the case to. If he does not want the case won, he r1l,0 
know 5 the judge to send 1he case ro. That i~ the problem '"ith 
our legal sy5tem today. 

NIR<rla: I think because of the terrible contr adiction s Nigerian , 
are having now, a heart-splitting, nerve-racking poveny 11er. 
vades lhe nation. This situation cannot produce a gentleman 
Nigeria appears to be moving gradually towards a revolution. 
unplanned revolution. I see blood, [ 1ee tragedy, I ~ec innocent 
people in trouble. This is the silver-lining I sc,, in the horizon fm 
Niieria. Nigoria is going lo be born the way human beings are 
born - the blood sprinkle1t all over his face. That is the silver­
lining I see. The cry of joy . Joy, because a lot ot blood all over 
the place , all over our face,. II is a natura l thing. If you iive 
birth to a baby, it is a natural thing. After water, the.n 1he btth,• 
i~ covered with blood a.nd then it is washed and everybodv j, 

happy. fl is natural, 

(20\ 

lrnn,I: lrnmi ,11borJgcd Nzto~wu and I condemn him . lron~ i 
1rum.-a1t'd Nzrogwu's revolution and dec<'h·ed him . lrnmi did 
not allow N1eoe:wu to .i;;ucceed. 

(;owon: Gowon was a kindcrttartcn leader. He wac; an ea~let 
leader, ves, ~ho now know'lii more of government mechani$m 
than when he was ln gover nment. Gowen dld not qualif~ 3\ a 
reople', leader . He was a leader by circumstance. He had n,, 
aura of leade11,hip hecau\e he hod no vision of wha1 he wan1tJ 
to achieve. 

M11hammed: I didn't understand lhe philosophy of Muhamllle-d 
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praise. 
Aka-Basonm: I have regards for him and 

I am not alone. H e is a great asset. He has 
become pan of the history of the legal pro­
fession. The only reservation I have about 
him is that he needs to know how to work 
within a collective. 

Gbe miga Abegunde (chairman, NBA, 
Kaduna ): Gani is the epitome of the best 
in law. 

Other judges over the years have writ­
ten Fawehinmi 10 commend him for the 
same contributions to the advancement of 
law. Among these judges were Owolabi 
Kolawole of the Court of Appeal, Lagos; 
S.O. Jlori, lkcja high court; K.M. Kolo, 
chief judge of Somo State; Hasani J. Omo­
Eboh, Court of Appeal , Benin City; An­
thony Aniagolu then a justice of the 
Supreme Court; J.L. Kutigi, Court of Ap­
peal, Lagos; Nnaemeka Agu. Andrew 

Obasek.i, and former chief judge of Anam­
bra State, Emmanuel Araka. 

But fawehinmi is accused of a penchant 
for publicity. Fawehinmi disagrees. He 
challenges his critics to be detained IS times 
as he has been in his legal career, work 20 
hours a day, subject their children and 
wives to great hazards, visit the doctor 
every other day for high blood pressure 
tests. be harassed by the authorities, spend 
NS0,000 every year on scholarships and 
assist over 600 students as he has don~ and 
finally, democratise the practice of law 
through various law reports and invest in 
law as much money as they take from it. 
"If that is publicity, let them try it," he 
says. 

In his 20 yea rs of criticising government, 
he has not pretended that he is in search 
of immediate democracy . Says he: "I 
would have been a dictator if I am i~ power. 
Democracy is a luxury that must follow 
after enlightened and principled dictator­
ship has settled the society. In this coun­
try , we have not started. for forms of 
government, let fools and idiots contend 
but what is best administered is best. Ir the 
right dictatorship arrives here and you talk 
of democracy and if they shackle your 
hands and legs and they incarcerate you, 
you don't have my sympathy. I don't want 
to he a president at the mercy of pressure 
groups. You have to bargain with thi s and 
that group. If I were to be the president of 

my dreams, in one hand I would hold a 
double-swotd and in the other, a bag of 
welfare gooilies." 

As he uttered these words, news of the 
attack on his Ondo home was received. 
Will he soft-pedal? "Never!" His two 
wives support him. The mother, who says 
that her son pursues only the truth, says he 
should continue rhc struggle for "God is 
by him." In his chambers, the mood is 
upbeat . His deputy, Tayo Oyetibo, 28, 
whom Fawehinmj calls a genius, says that 
a lawyer owes his client a duty to defend 
his interest even if ii means a 101 of con­
troversy. lzevbua Akhideno, 22, a female 
lawyer in his chambers, thinks that "soft­
pedalling in his crusades is like stopping. 
He iust can't do that. Going on is the only 
way he knows best." 

fawehinmi himself says that in the strug­
gle, he kn ows thar his life is on the line. 
"Bui in these things," he says, " I am a 
robot in the hands of God. My own will 
is rhat already pre-destined. If I die, at 
leasl, I want it written on my grave that I 
came. I spoke aga inst injustice , and I 
died.'' 

- By Onome Osifo-Whiskey 
with Noss lgiebor, 

Ben Edokpayi, Wais 0/aaspo , 
Austen Oghuma , Soni Ehi 
Asuelimen, Peter /shaka, 

Esta EzakiBI and lsraal 
Wi/son-Akpabio 

C'=CC'f\l staccat o retrenchment. sacking and <:o on. There wa<: no 
coherent id~ological poslure . In fac1. he had no ideolo~ic.11 
r,o-.,ure. Muham med at bes1 was a tough man who<:r rou~hm•<:<: 
wa.:;; 001 ba<:ed on an> coherent philo.c.Clphy. Time '-a"ed him 
from bein)1 expo,.ffi in 1rrm,;; of abili1y. 

"a" more Clf Shagari',;;, II was a comhina1ion of c;alad and 
01110/a . 11 wa<: 1hc uni1v of oppo,11c i.. 

Rahanjlid a: Babangida is a Machiavellian to the core. I have 
studied him and I have read The Prince. He is following The 
Prince line by line. He will continue to posr as a military leader 
hut his desire is 10 be the peop le's leader. Al !he moment, 1he 
reoi,le are no1 respondin~ 10 him. Therefore. he is concen rratin~ 
hie; ~mention nn 1he milirarv where lht> power at 1hc momen1. 
lie,;;, 

Oha s:an.lo: It wa.c; under Oba san jo's regime 1ha1 student<: wen.· 
mas!'acred in 1978 . T he per,.ecution 0f intellcc1ual~ in univer ­
<:ilie~ wa<: under Oba~njo 'c:, rciime . Oha<:ani0 did a 101 or 
dama~e 10 in1el1('("H13l"i and radical,;; in rhis countrv. I don'r 1rn,;;i 
him. 

Sha~ari : Shagari 's policy was based on political. economic- and 
social · debauchery. He would ,;;1and out as the ,~orst leader 
Nigeria has ever had ... all due to unabashl'd mismana~ement of 
resources am.I ~p p-dn:flt cor rup1ion under hili adminiMrarion. 

Buherl: The moving force o f Buhari' s regime was ldiagbon: rhc 
restraining ihflucnct was Buhari. Ir would have been a S\IC'· 
cessful regime if ld iagb on had been rhe leader and Buhari the 
deputy. ld iagbon was mo re of Muhammed's ,1vle and Buhari 

A1ikiwe: The: problem with Zik is thi~ and 1ha1 contribu1ed 10 
0ur nrob lem in this coun1ry: in the face of s;crious: principle,;;, he 
i,;; alwav~ read y 1o comprnmisc. which is; no! fair to the fX"Ople nf 
rhi,;; c(luntry. In defence of serious nrinciplcs. a leader must 
never co mpr omise. Zi k a.s far M I am concerne,rl, i( not a man 
who can lead the people w ballle or war. 

Awo towo: Awo\owo. in 1ermc; of principlec;, he wa,;; 1he direct 
npposite of Zik. Bur the faulr nf Awo is 1ha1 he relied more on 
friendship 1han ability and that was clearly a weakne~s. A leader 
must acknowled1te and move wi1h people "ho can properly ex­
ecu1e his philosophy and tell his friends who are not ahle to stay 
a:,;ide:. II was difficuh for Awnlowo 10 do 1hat. He put friendc;hir 
hefore efficiency . 

Ahmedu Bello : He was rhe besl leader the Hau sa / Fulani had. 
Ahmadu Bello was not a nationa l leader. He never pretended an 
inch 10 be a national leader. He represented rhe nor th. fought 
for the norrh. and died for rhe north . So. rhe average northerner 
has a right 10 worsh ip him and I wou ldn't blame tilem at all . 
Sardauna was a great freedom fighter. If he had- had this na­
tional outlook. 1he man would have been very fantastic. 

Nzeo~ wu: The man changed the course of Nigerian history. 
Things will never be the sam e. If he had succeeded. we would 
never be in this mess. Though he failed, he did change rhe place. 
He introduced military interventiCln into Nip:eria. Bui for 
N1.cOJ!WU. who will know lhe it'nerals 1hat ru led thi" co11n1rv? 




