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CHAPTER 1

Lives at Risk

They came to Chibok in the warm spring night of April 14-15, 
2014. They came bearing Kalashnikov AK-47 assault rifles 

and RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades). They came wearing camos 
and claiming to be government soldiers. They came on a mission 
later described by Great Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron 
as “an act of pure evil.”1 And they came to abduct and enslave 
nearly 300 schoolgirls from the primarily Christian village in 
northeastern Nigeria. They were members of Boko Haram (BOH-
koh hah-RAHM). Boko Haram is an Islamic militant movement 
based in northeastern Nigeria. Its members are intent upon 
establishing an Islamic state in a country divided roughly equally 
between Muslims and Christians. On this night, they quickly 
shed their assumed identities as government soldiers with cries of 
“Allahu Akbar! (God is Great!),” followed by the charade-ending 
announcement of “We are Boko Haram!”2 They punctuated their 
revelatory remarks with staccato bursts into the air from their 
Kalashnikovs and raucous death threats.

Moments earlier, Boko Haram had rumbled into town in 
trucks and parked outside the Chibok Government Girls 
Secondary School. They had been targeting schools since 2010, 
killing hundreds of students and keeping thousands more from 
attending classes. A spokesman for the terrorist group vowed they 
would continue their attacks as long as the Nigerian government 
persisted in interfering with traditional Islamic education. Boko 
Haram means “Western education is forbidden” or “Western 
education is sinful.” They believed Western education undermined 
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Islamic teachings and their ultimate goal of establishing an Islamic 
state.

Because of declining security conditions, the Chibok school 
had been closed for the past four weeks. Tonight, however, hun-
dreds of female students ranging in age from 16 to 18 from 
multiple area schools had been summoned to take final exams in 
physics. Their presence afforded Boko Haram a prime opportu-
nity to continue their spread of violence.

The terrorists swarmed off their trucks and stormed into the 
classrooms amid the frightened shrieks and screams of the 
schoolgirls. “We woke up and we saw people in military uni-
forms,”3 recalled Kuma Ishaku. Kuma, a soft-spoken 18-year-old 
wearing a bright white blouse with silver sparkles, was one of a 
number of students from outlying areas who were sleeping at the 
school that night. They awoke to the sound of gunfire. She went 
on: “They were telling us: ‘Come, come. We are army.’”4 Some of 
the girls did not believe them and resisted.

The intruders said, “If you want to die, sit down here. We will 
kill you. If you don’t want to die, you will enter the trucks.”5 

Terrified and sobbing, 276 girls filed out of the school and boarded 
the trucks. While confusion reigned, Kuma managed to escape 
into the semi-desert scrub. Others, like Joy Bishara, jumped from 
the trucks while en route to Boko Haram campsites in the nearby 
Sambisa Forest.

“Yes, yes, I ran into the bush,” said Joy, a tall 18-year-old in a 
brown T-shirt labeled “Ice Box,” recalling her numbed reasoning 
that night. “I don’t know where I’m going. I think they will kill 
me. They were telling us, ‘We will kill you.’6

“They told us: ‘We are Boko Haram. We will burn your school. 
You shall not do school again,’” Joy continued. “‘You shall do 
Islamic school.’ And they were shouting, ‘Allahu Akbar!’ ‘God is 
great!’”7 To ensure the girls would “not do school again” in Chibok, 
Boko Haram burned down the schoolhouse. They also put the 
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torch to numerous homes. Their work done, they boarded their 
trucks with their teenage prisoners and rumbled out of town 
toward destinations unknown. Besides Kuma and Joy, 55 other 
girls either escaped that night or in the following weeks. The other 
219 remained in captivity.

Early in their reign of terror, Boko Haram Islamists established their 
base of operations in the Sambisa Forest in northeastern Nigeria’s 
Borno State. They operated successfully out of this forest stronghold 
for several years, killing untold thousands of victims. In 2016, at 
year’s end, the government forces of new President Muhammadu 
Buhari—a few of whom are shown here—finally succeeded in 
driving Boko Haram out of their forest hideout.
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The kidnapping shocked the world. It also achieved instant 
worldwide notoriety for Boko Haram. Three weeks after the 
abduction of the girls, the worst fears of their parents appeared to 
be realized.

On May 5, 2014, a man claiming to be Boko Haram leader 
Abubakar Shekau released a video in which he claimed, “I 
abducted your girls. I will sell them in the market, by Allah. There 
is a market for selling humans. Allah says I should sell. He com-
mands me to sell. I will sell women. I sell women.”8 And the world 
reacted.

In this image drawn from a Boko Haram video, the Nigerian terrorists 
affirm their capture of the Chibok schoolgirls allegedly shown here 
on Monday, May 12, 2014. Early in 2017, government soldiers 
recovered one of the Chibok girls, along with her baby, but many 
others still remain in captivity.
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