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A woman bearing tribal marks on her cheeks poses in
Ibadan, southwest Nigeria.

A man holds native instruments for tribal markings at the
family compound of the Oloola Descendant Association, tra-
ditional practitioners of tribal markings in Ibadan, south-
west Nigeria.

A man bearing tribal marks on his cheeks poses in Ibadan,
southwest Nigeria. — AFP photos

A man bearing tribal marks on his cheeks speaks in Ibadan,
southwest Nigeria.

Aplot by white mercenaries to
spread HIV through black South
Africa via a phony vaccination

program: it sounds like the stuff of pulp
spy novels, but documentary-maker
Mads Brugger is clear that this is one
sensational conspiracy that actually
happened. The Danish director set out
to investigate the mysterious 1961 plane
crash that killed the head of the UN in
modern-day Zambia for his latest film-
but says he ended up uncovering some-
thing vastly more sinister.

In “Cold Case: Hammarskjold,”
Brugger meets Alexander Jones, a for-
mer member of a clandestine paramili-
tary organization with alleged ties to
South Africa’s apartheid government.
Jones tells the filmmaker that the group
undertook nefarious HIV research in
the 1980s and 1990s as part of a white
supremacist plot to devastate black
communities with the virus. “We were
at war,” Jones tells Brugger in the film.
“Black people in South Africa were the
enemy.”

There is no evidence of the plot to
spread HIV being successfully put into
action.  But Brugger and his team
tracked down medical clinics run by the
group’s now-dead leader Keith
Maxwell in South Africa. Maxwell
claimed to be seeking a cure for HIV
but had no medical training, and spoke
openly of his fascination with biological
weapons, according to the filmmakers.
They met with a witness who says he
saw Maxwell personally injecting black
patients with supposed vaccines.

“What easier way to get a guinea
pig than (when) you live in an apartheid
system?” Jones says in the film. “Black
people have got no rights, they need
medical treatment. There’s a white ‘phil-
anthropist’ coming in and saying, ‘You
know, I’ll open up these clinics and I’ll
treat you.’

“And meantime (he was) actually the
wolf in sheep’s clothing.” Brugger told
AFP that “strategy papers” belonging
to Maxwell fit “hand in glove” with
Jones’s claims about the plot.  “What
Maxwell was writing about, planning
for... in itself constitutes a crime,” Brug-
ger said.

‘Outrageous’ 
The allegations were denounced as

irresponsible and medically dubious by
some critics after the film’s January pre-
miere at the Sundance Film Festival,
where Brugger won a top directing
prize for the documentary. Touring the
global festival circuit since, Brugger has
defended his work ahead of its release
by Magnolia Pictures from August 16 in
a few dozen US theaters and online
platforms including Amazon and iTunes.

In the film, he initially set out to in-
vestigate theories that UN Secretary-

General Dag Hammarskjold’s plane was
deliberately brought down in a crash
that killed 16 people.  Documents found
in South African government archives
containing details of plans to detonate
a bomb on Hammarskjold’s aircraft bear
the name of Maxwell’s group-the shad-
owy South African Institute for Mar-
itime Research (SAIMR). This
prompted Brugger and his team to ex-
amine the group more closely.

They tracked down Jones, who
claimed SAIMR had brought down the
plane. Brugger has since arranged a
meeting between Jones and UN inves-
tigators compiling an inquiry report into
the crash, a UN spokesman confirmed
to AFP-something the director says
demonstrates his witness’s reliability. “I
do know that what (Jones) says is out-
rageous and sensational,” Brugger said.
“So far, what he has told us, what we
were capable of corroborating, has
checked out.”

‘Fed information’ 
But there are major issues with

Brugger’s account. Many doubt SAIMR
even existed on any substantial scale
outside the warped mind of its “leader”
Maxwell, a noted fantasist who dressed
like an 18th-century British naval admi-
ral.  A New York Times report sug-
gested Jones initially denied any HIV
research project existed, and only pro-
fessed knowledge of it on camera after
being fed information by filmmakers.

Brugger admitted to AFP that there
“could have been examples of cross-
contamination” because his team spent
so much time with Jones.  “But I know
for sure that the essential part of what
he tells us is not something we fed him,”
Brugger said, adding that it is typical for
whistleblowers to “open up and tell you
more as time progresses.” And then
there is the issue of whether it would
have even been possible to deliberately
spread HIV.

Medical experts say the technology
was beyond the scope of all but a hand-
ful of government laboratories at the
time. Conspiracy theories about West-
ern plots to weaponize AIDS in Africa
were encouraged by the Soviet Union
during the Cold War, and can cause se-
rious harm by turning people off med-
ical treatment.  South Africa has
extremely high HIV infection rates and
a history of dangerous misinformation
about its spread. Brugger told AFP he
“thought hard and long” about the
damage the vaccine claims could do,
but insisted that “what Alexander Jones
tells us needs to be published.” “If the
response to this is that we are invigor-
ating or revitalizing conspiracy theories,
I think that is in some sense absurd,” he
said. — AFP

Nigeria’s divisive
tradition of facial
markings fades
When six-year-old Naziru Abdulwahab was ab-

ducted from northern Nigeria, his kidnapper
transported him across the country and tried to

sell him-but the potential buyer backed out.  What saved
the boy from the child-smuggling rings, police said, was
the traditional facial scarrings on his cheeks that he had
been marked with at birth.  Fearing they would make him
too recognizable, the would-be purchaser refused to buy
him.  After suspicions were then raised by local residents,
the trafficker was arrested and the child rescued.

The incident in June shone a spotlight on the practice
of tribal markings that has been fading since the 1980s in
the fast-changing country of nearly 200 million people.
Traditional practitioners, known locally as oloola, said it
showed the benefits of the practice that critics have long
argued is unsafe and child abuse. “Our taste for foreign
things has robbed us of our customs,” Mashopa Adekunle,
an oloola in the southwestern city of Ibadan, told AFP.
“Nobody wants to put tribal marks on his child anymore.
People see the practice as archaic, fetish and unhygenic.”

On the battlefield 
The incisions have traditionally been performed in an

array of styles by different ethnic groups in Nigeria.  The
scarring is done-both to boys and girls-by burning or cut-
ting of the skin during childhood.  From the Yoruba in the
southwest, to Igbo in the east and Hausa in the north, the
marks serve different purposes: identification, healing,
spiritual protection, beautification. Prominent figures, in-
cluding ex-president Olusegun Obasanjo, have tribal
marks on their cheeks.   “In the days of inter-communal

wars, tribal marks helped to identify fighters. You would
know who were your friends and enemies in the battle-
field,” said Adekunle. 

He agreed that the traditional practitioners needed to
move with the times if they wanted to remain relevant-
pointing to the growing numbers of Nigerian youths em-
bracing western-style tattoos.  “The oloola have to do
more to convince their critics that their tools are safe for
use,” he said.

‘Facial mutilation’ 
Opponents have pushed for a country-wide ban on

facial markings. In 2017, the Nigerian Senate debated a
bill for the “prohibition of facial mutilation” that would
have introduced punishments for those who perform it
and protection for those at risk.  Proponents of the move
argued that the “barbaric” practice left people disfig-
ured for life and put them at risk of contracting HIV.  The
proposed legislation is currently bogged down in par-
liamentary procedure.

The practice of facial markings has been waning for
around 40 years, said the Oloola Descendant Associa-
tion in Ibadan, whose members barely carry out one
case a month now, compared to about 10 in the 1980s.
Sefiu Yusuf, the association’s head, insisted that there
was still a role for traditional methods, as he showed AFP
his metal instruments wrapped in white handkerchiefs at
his dark clinic.

He inherited his position from his father and said his
family had long been known for performing circumcisions.
“Only yesterday, a boy was brought here because our pa-
trons believe in our ability,” Yusuf told AFP, at his dilapi-
dated home in the center of the city.  “Even doctors and
nurses seek our help when they have complicated cases.” 

He dismissed criticism that his practices were unsafe.
“It’s a smear campaign by NGOs and people in govern-
ment to... put us out of business,” he said. For another
Ibadan-based oloola, Babatunde Hamzat, the dying out of
the tradition has had serious consequences for Nigerian
society.  He said its loss had contributed to the high levels
of crime in the country.—AFP

Film claims group plotted to 
infect black Africans with HIV


