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Shell Shocked 
“I am more dangerous dead.” 

Ken Saro-Wiwa at his trial, 1995
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*****
Therapist’s Case Report: Phillip Watts
The client, Philip Watts (hereafter referred 
to as Sir Philip) is a former Chairman and 
CEO of the multinational energy company, 
Royal Dutch Shell, and was knighted in 
2003 “for services to British business.”
   In 2010, Sir Philip sought my advice in 
regard to disturbing nocturnal ‘visitations’ 
by a certain Ken Saro-Wiwa, an Ogoni 
human rights activist executed by the 
Nigerian government in 1995, a decade 
prior to Sir Philip’s retirement from Shell.

   Drinking heavily and taking numerous 
medications for dementia, Sir Philip 
described these nightmarish encounters as 
“frightful apparitions” that interrupted his 
sleep and “tormented his very soul.” 
   As his therapist, I suggested that these 
disagreeable episodes might decline in 
severity if he shared with me some of his 
experiences as former Managing Director of 
Shell Nigeria, which—after consulting 
Wikipedia—I determined coincided with the 
late Saro-Wiwa’s campaign against Shell. 
   He reluctantly agreed to this strategy, 
with the understanding that if any criminal 
activities were inadvertently disclosed,
I could not guarantee confidentiality.
  The following are excerpts from my 
extensive conversations with Sir Philip, 
edited to emphasize only those points 
I believe to be pertinent to his complaint.



Therapist: Sir Philip, you said you were 
visited by the ghost of Ken Saro-Wiwa. What 
evidence do you have for this conclusion?
Sir Philip: Well, first of all, how many 
ghosts do you know who come to you with 
rope burns around their neck and a head 
tilted a 90 degree angle from their body?
Therapist: Point taken. But why would 
Saro-Wiwa’s spirit not be at rest in the Ogoni 
afterlife, and why would he pick on you?
Sir Philip: Well, that’s the thing see?…
I was Managing Director of Shell Nigeria 
until a year before his execution, but Shell 
didn’t have anything to do with his hanging 
—and anyway, I was just doing my job.
Therapist: I’ve taken the liberty of doing a 
bit of research on the subject, and with all 
due respect, the facts contradict your claim.
Sir Philip: If you’re referring to Shell 
providing the police with weapons and my 
replacement insisting that General Abacha 
to do something about “the problem of the 
Ogonis and Ken Saro-Wiwa,” well, we were 
just trying to defuse a tense situation. 
   How could we know Abacha would arrest 
Saro-Wiwa a few weeks later, torture him, 
bribe witnesses to implicate him in four 
murders he had no part in, and then hang 
him and eight other Ogoni activists?      
   Look, there were plenty of other people 
involved in getting rid of Saro-Wiwa. 
Like I said, I had already quit managing the 
Nigerian operation the year before, but that 
bloody ghost is trying to put a curse on me!
Therapist: What did the ghost say to you?
Sir Philip: I remember his exact words: 
“The men who ordain this show of shame, 
this tragic charade, will stand before history. 
I may be dead but my ideas will not die… 
Until Shell’s crimes are punished, the Niger 
Delta will never know peace!”
Therapist: Did the ghost do anything to you?

Sir Philip: Well, you know that old Dickens 
Christmas tale? It was like that. The ghost 
showed me scenes of village life in the Delta. 
But what visions!…The horror! The horror!
Therapist: Please try to calm down, Sir 
Philip. What exactly did the ghost show you?
Sir Philip: Well, the first thing that hits you 
is the stench of oil…Spills everywhere, 
broken pipelines gushing thick, black crude. 
Lakes full of dead fish. Raging oil fires.   
Children drinking contaminated water. 
Villagers beaten and murdered for protesting. 
Women raped. Hundreds of homes set on 
fire by General Abacha’s death squad.
I’m telling you, it’s a black, lifeless hell-
hole, something you have to see to believe!
Therapist: That sounds terrible… But what 
happened after the trial and the hanging?
Sir Philip: Well, the Board had a secret 
meeting in Ascot to deal with the media 
firestorm. See, we needed to get our story 
straight. I remember telling everybody we 
all had to “sing to the same hymn sheet.” 
   But what’s worse, in 2004 Shell got caught 
overstating its oil reserves by about 5 billion 
barrels—much of it in Nigeria—and I was 
forced to resign in disgrace….I was escorted 

from the building by security guards!
Therapist: That must have been humiliating. 
I understand, however, that you received an 
$18 million severance and pension package.
Sir Philip: Yeah, but that’s barely a pittance 
compared to the more than $30 billion Shell 
made ripping off the Nigerians for decades.

*****
Postscript: I regret that Sir Philip abruptly 
ended our sessions not long after this final 
exchange. While I can only speculate on 
whether or not guilt played a part in his 
post-Shell career choice, he is now serving 
as a parish priest in the county of Berkshire. 
He was last seen attempting an exorcism. ◾


