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Adeyinka Afolayan FAS 
Professor of Enzymology and Protein Science 

My field of scientific research for many 

decades was Biochemistry. I became a 

biochemist by an accident of fate. After 

leaving Christ's School, Ado Ekiti in 1958, my 

main interest was to sit for the entrance 

examination to the University College, 

Ibadan (UCI), now University of Ibadan to 

study medicine.  For during my five-year 

sojourn at Christ's School, we had highly 

committed teachers in biology, mathematics, 

and chemistry who inspired us to study these 

subjects. We had only two graduate teachers 

in science at that time; one was in botany and the other was in chemistry. 

However, we had many Cambridge School Certificate holders who were bright 

and smart. They were also our mentors. Many of them passed the entrance 

examination to either the UCI or the Nigerian College of Arts and Sciences 

(which later became University of Ife) to study medicine or any of the basic 

sciences such as physics (which we were never taught at school at that time), 

chemistry, zoology, or botany. For me, the only choice on my table at that time 

in 1959 was to study medicine. And, I passed the entrance examination to study 

medicine at UCI clearly. Only ten of us in the whole country were admitted into 

the course in that year. It was a big win for me, a reward for hard work, 

diligence, and strong competition. 

After almost two years of pursuing a medical education in the university, I had 

to change my course because I had no scholarship or any financial support to 

continue studying medicine. I then changed course to study chemistry and 

zoology, which became extremely helpful in my future career. While studying 

chemistry, a few of my lecturers in organic chemistry really inspired me to take 

an interest in physical organic chemistry, particularly mechanistic principles. In 

particular, Prof A. U. Ogan FAS encouraged me to consider biochemistry as a 

future career. He gave me access to many instructive publications on 

biochemistry, which were produced by the Biochemical Society in the UK.  

From then on, I made up my mind to make a career in biochemistry. I earned 

my B.Sc. degree from the University of London in 1964. 

After graduation, I became a science teacher in a secondary school. But I was 

not satisfied with being a secondary school teacher for life.  I therefore decided 

to pursue graduate studies in biochemistry and I was admitted to study 

biochemistry at the Department of Biochemistry, of the University of Ibadan. 

However, my stay there was short lived for a variety of reasons. I had to 

withdraw from the programme. Almost immediately, I learnt about a similar 
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graduate biochemistry programme being run in the Department of Chemical 

Pathology.  I moved there to register for a Ph.D. degree in Enzymology and 

Protein Chemistry. The research facilities available there were comparable 

to what were available in the best department of biochemistry or molecular 

biology in the USA. During my stay there, I had the opportunity to participate 

in advanced courses in molecular biology, which was conducted by the staff of 

Hadazar - Hebrew University in Israel. In addition, I also attended a highly 

competitive NATO sponsored workshop on molecular biology of phages in 

Naples, Italy.  My Ph.D. work was on the kinetic studies of genetic variants of 

glucose 6- phosphate dehydrogenase from red blood cells and two new genetic 

variants were discovered.  

Immediately after my graduate studies in 1969, I went to the Department of 

Microbiology and Molecular Biology, Washington University at St Louis, MO, 

USA for my postdoctoral training in molecular biology, specifically on 

ribosome metabolism and regulation of ribonucleic acid (RNA) synthesis. It 

was indeed an exciting moment in my life, participating in modern molecular 

biology research in the Department where deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) 

polymerase was once discovered. I also had the opportunity in meeting many 

distinguished scholars, including Nobel laureates, working actively in many 

aspects of molecular biology and who came in to give seminars. This was the 

peak of my academic training. I returned home in 1970 to take up an 

appointment as one of the pioneer staff assigned with the responsibility of 

starting a B.Sc. degree programme in the science of biochemistry at the 

University of Ife, Ile-Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife).  

As an Ibadan man, the university at Ile-Ife, established three years after I 

became an undergraduate at Ibadan, was like a playing ground.  But the Ile-Ife 

sojourn not only turned out to be my home for nearly four decades, the great 

institution became my identity. My research laboratory was involved in 

vigorous research work on structure, regulation, and mechanism of action of 

enzymes. I retired from the university in 2006.  

Perhaps one of the exciting moments of my life in my younger days was when 

two of the publications out of my Ph.D. thesis, which were published in 

'Biochemistry' (USA) in 1971, were used as workshop teaching materials on 

enzyme regulation, at a NATO sponsored international workshop, which I 

attended in Madrid, Spain in 1972.  

My advice to young and prospective students is to cultivate a profound sense of 

enquiry, work hard, and be competitive. The beauty in experimental science can 

only be discovered when you are part of the team that is involved in the 

extension of frontiers of knowledge. 
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John O. Agbenin FAS 
Professor of Soil Environmental Chemistry 

My field of science is Agriculture (soil-

environmental chemistry) and I attended the 

following educational institution; St. John Bosco’s 

College, Ubiaja, Southeast Local Government Area, 

Edo State, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (BSc, 

MSc), University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, 

Canada (PhD). 

There was never a moment in my life when I 

planned to be a scientist. Coming from a long 

generation of farmers in a rural community in Edo 

State, my foremost ambition was to be the first in 

the family, and among my peers to attend a university and acquire a degree. 

There was no thought of any course of study. However, in secondary school, 

my initial interest was in history. Even though I was performing well in the 

sciences, I consistently came first in history. Unfortunately, my history teacher 

stopped me from attending the class since it was clashing with my other science 

subjects. My interest in agriculture was aroused at the final year in my 

secondary school after a brief excursion to the newly established cattle ranch 

and dairy farm, at Ubiaja, by the then Bendel State Government.  

 

Becoming a soil scientist, specializing in soil-environmental chemistry, was 

again not in my interest, in agricultural science. My direct entry admission to 

Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, was to study agricultural economics.  On 

enrolment in the first year, there were no courses in agriculture taught to us. Our 

courses were mathematics, physical chemistry, inorganic and organic chemistry, 

biochemistry, microbiology, invertebrate and vertebrate biology, botany, plant 

anatomy and physiology, helminthology, and entomology. I was thoroughly 

puzzled whether my admission was really to study agricultural economics. To 

complicate matters, those of us who did not take physics at the advanced level 

were to offer supplementary physics, consisting of two lecture hours and 3 

hours of practical per week, for one full session at the Department of Physics. 

To shorten a long story, I vied into soil science, instead of agricultural 

economics, in my option year because it was more challenging for me. The 

processes occurring in soils that produce a healthy crop and clean water require 

the knowledge of chemistry, physics, biochemistry, and microbiology to 

comprehend. In order not to waste all the chemistry, mathematics, physics, 

biochemistry and microbiology taught to me in the first year, for which I 

worked so hard to earn good grades, I vied into soil science with special interest 

in the chemistry of the soil environment at the higher degree programme. 
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My research interest has been the application of chemical reaction models to 

processes regulating the availability of phosphorus to crops in weathered 

tropical soils; the chemistry of trace and potentially toxic metals in soils and 

their subsequent transfers into the food chain in urban and peri-urban 

agriculture.  My research efforts produced several publications in high impact 

factor journals in soil and environmental sciences, which are the most cited 

internationally of any soil scientist in Nigeria. My career as a scientist saw me 

hold the Alexander von Humboldt Fellowship at the University of Giessen, 

Germany (1998 – 1999); University of Bonn, Germany (2006 and 2015); The 

World Academy of Sciences (TWAS) Fellowship at the Institute of Agronomy, 

Campinas, Sao Paulo, Brazil (1997 – 1998, 2004); and an International 

Fellowship at the Rothamsted Research, Harpenden, England (2004), among 

others. 

The major highlight and the proudest moment of my career as a scientist was 

the election as a Fellow of the NAS, along with another soil scientist in 2014; 

being the first two soil scientists ever elected as Fellows of this prestigious 

academy since its inception in 1977. The election prompted a personal 

congratulatory letter to me by the Chancellor of the University of 

Saskatchewan, Canada, where I completed my PhD several years ago, stating, 

“Election into the fellowship of the national academy of science is no mean feat 

for any scientist”. I cherish his congratulatory letter because how the university 

got the information about my election still baffles me. However, the letter 

further states that the university follows the progress of its alumni everywhere 

in the world. 

The most challenging moment in the life of any scientist, especially in Nigeria, 

is the dearth of research facilities, in terms of equipped laboratories and funds 

for research. In Nigeria, a grant of three to five million naira might be viewed as 

substantial. Yet, this amount of money is not enough to purchase analytical 

grade reagents for a high-quality MSc research and thesis in my field of soil-

environmental chemistry. 

 

For young and upcoming scientists, one way out of this problem is to seek 

grants and collaboration with scientists outside Nigeria, provided they are 

convinced of your worth and value from your published papers. Donor agencies 

only put out money to reinforce excellence with a view to getting the value for 

their money. Young scientists must avoid the temptation of doing haphazard 

work and rush to publish in predatory journals that will eventually destroy your 

career. I am, however, aware that Nigerian universities count numbers and not 

the quality of publication for promotion; hence, the temptation to follow this 

path. Indeed, many individuals with these dubious publications are vice-

chancellors, and are usually uncomfortable with the real scholars on their 

campuses. Let this not deter you from pursuing academic excellence in your 

field of science because a body like the Nigerian Academy of Science only 

recognizes and rewards excellence.  
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Martin A. Aghaji FAS 
Distinguished Professor of Cardiothoracic and Vascular Surgery 

I am the past President of the Nigeria Cardiac 

Society. I graduated from the University of Nigeria 

Medical School with 5 distinctions in my 

professional examinations during my medical 

education. Not only was I the overall best graduating 

medical student in my class, I was awarded several 

prizes for the best graduating student in Medicine, 

Surgery, Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Community 

Medicine, as well as over 14 academic prizes. I 

proceeded to King’s College London, where I 

distinguished myself by acquiring fellowships of the 

Royal Colleges of Surgeons of England, Glasgow, 

and Edinburgh. I obtained a Master of Science degree in Nuclear Medicine from 

the University of London. I specialized in adult and paediatric heart surgery, 

thoracic surgery, liver surgery, kidney transplantation, and nuclear medicine. I 

studied the complex methods and worked on simplifying them such that they 

could be adapted in a country like Nigeria. I was the first to successfully replace 

the mitral valve with a mechanical heart valve (December 17th1986), first to 

replace the aortic valve with a mechanical heart valve (March 1987), 

modernizing the art of colon transplants for oesophageal replacement, carried 

out the first mitral valve replacement in Nigeria (1991), first total correction of 

tetralogy of fallot (Blue Baby Syndrome) in Nigeria (1992), first double heart 

valve replacements in Nigeria, to mention but a few achievements.  

Why I became a scientist 

It is established that life is like a drama, played out by actors and actresses. My 

story is divided into acts and scenes.  

Act 1, Scene 1: starts by referencing the recent declaration by the ‘Tibetan 

Lama Council’, who declared that Michael Jackson was reborn as a duck, and is 

now residing in a farm in Lhasa Tibet. A recent video by the famous owner 

showed that he was happy and has not forgotten his famous signature dance 

moves. This is not a judgement on the life of Michael, but the first lesson the 

community taught us: belief in reincarnation and time (how brief our lives on 

this earth would be). One really has a very short time on earth and needs to 

make the best of it.  

Act 1, Scene 2: describes the man who prepared me for the challenges of 

scientific life: my dad, moderated by an “understanding” mum. Dad was a 

famous educationist and teacher. He would insist on staying with us for our 

lessons from 3pm to 7pm daily, Mondays to Sundays. Here was my conflict: 

how about time for my football? Football was the most important love of my 

life, after the air we breathe; and clearly more important than food. Why won’t 



25 
 

this guy just go out to drink with his friends in the evenings, like other dads did? 

Mum helped me develop a strategy to make time out for my dear football: I 

started my lessons, alone, earlier at 1.30pm after a quick lunch and convinced 

my dad that I was done by 5pm. Then I would hit the field with our friends who 

had been playing since 3 pm.   

Act 1, Scene 3: describes dad as a perfectionist who expected excellence in any 

thing he did. I had a double promotion in primary school, from Year 2 to Year 

4. In the new class, we had final Christmas exams. I came top of the class with 

94% in mathematics. I thought this was great and ran home with the result, 

anxious to show my people. Dad looked at it and repeatedly asked, ‘Where is 

the remaining 6%?’ It was just not an ordinary enquiry; he was very serious, 

with eyes popping out like a pilot who is looking for a way to navigate the plane 

that suddenly hit a deadly cloud and turbulence! He kept asking for the famous 

6% in the following days, until Mum, obviously irritated, interjected and said, 

“next time, you should bring back the famous 6% first, so that he will have 

something more substantial to look for!!” That is, score 6% in Maths and let 

him then look for 94%! 

Act 1, Scene 4: describes my Irish school missionary teacher who taught 

mathematics, Fr O’Dounaghue. OD had two types of zeros: the ordinary zero 

(which meant that one had 0%), and a special zero called OD’s zero - a zero 

decorated with a mouth, ears, eyes, and nose, and which sometimes had the 

mouth deviated to one side. This ‘zero’ means that 30 marks would be deducted 

from your other scores in other subjects. OD’s specialty was teaching us time 

management, and the futility of procrastination. He coined out the famous 

slang: no more to-morrow, aim at to-now. He asserted, “Once you conquer 

procrastination, one will experience quadrupled achievement. Do not wait for 

tomorrow—do it now” 

Act 1, Scene 5: describes how nature’s second course, sleep, the poorly 

understood sleep, affects our lives. Sleep is an evolutionary process that has a 

tremendous effect on our lives. Man needs to sleep about 33 to 36% of his time 

on earth to be healthy. This means that a man who turns 80 must have slept for 

30 years of those 80, and there are major problems if one sleeps more or less. A 

man who lived till he is 80 years old has 50 years awake time, to make a 

difference.  

Act 2, Scene 1: describes the typical town setting in Eastern Nigeria and the 

yearly town award system. The recipients are crowned as ‘DI s’-the 

‘champions’, titled men. The areas of human endeavours were: 1) warrior 2) 

warrior 3) warrior. The rest were commerce, education, and yam farming. “Di 

Ji”-hunting; “Di Nta”-wrestling; “Di Mgba”-wine tapping- “Di Ochi”; and best 

herbal/traditional medicine man -Di Ogwu. Only a few traditional doctors were 

able to differentiate between the groin swelling, called hernia, and hydrocoele, 

and a collection of water around the testis. Once the traditional doctor drains the 

water by making the incision, the person is cured. Unlike hernia, where the 
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