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291.138 1. Excerpt from A Proclamation 2. Fragments of Two Letters\fn{by Prince Alexander Ndoumbe Douala Manga
Bell (1897-1966)} Douala, Wouri Department, Littoral Region, Cameroon (M) 1
1\fn{Excerpt from a proclamation}
Compatriotes, Frères et Sœurs du Peuple de Douala
Je vous salue plein de profonde reconnaissance et de joie envers le Tout-Puissant et me réjouis du moment
prochain où je vous reverrai. Dix-huit années se sont écoulées depuis que je me suis exilé de notre chère patrie.
Ma langue m’est maintenant étrangère, mais mon cœur, qui a toujours pensé fidèlement à notre chère patrie,
bat pour vous, frères et sœurs. A vous garçons et fillettes, jeunes gens et jeunes filles, hommes et femmes dans la
force de l’âge, j’adresse la prière d’être travailleurs … .
N’imitez pas trop les Blancs dans leur extérieur. Cela ne vous va pas du tout et ce n’est pas digne. L’Afrique
n’est pas l’Europe. Conservez ferme les belles coutumes de nos ancêtres. N’imitez pas les Blancs sans réflexion
….
Ne dites pas autre chose que oui, oui, non, non. Je suis avec ceux d’entre vous qui en veulent à nos oppressseurs. Gradez la paix avec vos voisins et ne pensez qu’au bien de notre cher pays.
D’après ma date de naissance, je dois avoir maintenant 21 ans et demi et j’espère bientôt avec votre
consentement redevenir votre chef. C’est animé d’une grande joie que je suivrai ma destinée.
A vous les anciens de notre pays, j’adresse la prière de m’assister toujours dans mes functions. Vos conseils me
seront toujours précieux. J’espère beaucoup, pour notre pays, dans le nouveau protectorat français. Je l’ai senti à
l’accueil amical et humain qui m’a été fait comme représentant du people de Douala. Que personne ne soit contre
les Blancs car les Français ne nous veulent pas de mal.
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2\fn{Excerpt from a letter to Monsieur le Gouverneur, 12 August 1919}
Je vous prie de bien vouloir donner connaissance au ministère des Colonies que je tiens à conserver
officiellement pour moi et mes successeurs le titre indigène de «Sango de Mwanedi nya Bonanjo». Il signifie dans
notre langue nationale «le Seigneur du pays des sujets de Njo».
Dualla Njo Mbeli—Njo signifie le leopard et Mbeli est transformé par les Anglais en Bell—est le bis aïeul
[sic] de la famille de Manga. Manga c’est-à-dire le phaque [sic] africain était la mer de Njo.
Les membres africains de notre famille s’appelaient «Ndumb’a Dualla Manga», et l’aîné hérite le titre de
Sango di Mwanedi Ndumb’a d.M. Signifie les successeurs de Dualla Manga et ils avaient pour armes de famille
le Njo (leopard) et la Manga (la phaque [sic] africain).
Je desire pour moi et mes successeurs conserver nos anciens titres ainsi que nos armes et nos couleurs bleueclair, ou blanc.
Selon nos mœurs la femme du souverain a le titre de «Nyango di Mwanedi». «Nyango c’est la femme du
Sanaga …
[signed] Dualla Manga nya Bonanjo, Sango di Mwanedi
3\fn{Excerpt from a letter to the Colonial Minister, 12 September 1919}
Je prophete de cette occasion pour attirer votre attention sur le fait que les autorités allemandes ont reconnu
mon titre de Prince.
105.3 1. How Lake Mò Came Into Being 2. Mitofchuofoyn (Wiser-than-the-King): Two Folktales\fn{told by
Andiensa Yuh (1902- )} Ake, Northwest Region, Cameroon (M) 5½
1
A long time ago when the Kom, Kijem and Okull people were living in three adjacent villages around Njikijem area, an old woman appeared with long dirty, overgrown hair.
She first met the fon of Kijem and appealed to him to help shave her overgrown hair.
The fon drove her away from his palace. He considered it abominable for a fon to shave the hair of a
commoner, let alone that of a woman.
The woman thanked him for his decision and passed on to the next village where she met the fon of Kom and
demanded of him the same service. The fon accepted to do the job but when he looked for a local razor blade and
water in order to soak the hair soft before beginning the work, the old woman protested against the use of water
on her hair.
She then appeared to the fon of Oku whom she begged to shave her hair. The fon called on somebody to help
do the shaving for her but she protested, pointing out that only the fon could be allowed to shave her hair and not
a commoner. The fon set to work but she warned against the use of water on her head. When the fon finished
shaving the woman’s hair, she turned to him, thanked him and said:
“Now that you’ve shaved my hair, do show me where I have to build my own house.”
The fon humbly asked her to build at Itol.
The woman in reply said that her children were so many and besides if she should build there then it would
become impossible for the fon’s subjects to pass there on their way to their farms. Judging from these statements,
the fon asked her to settle anywhere she found convenient.
The old lady then wandered off to the Kijem village posing as a nursing mother. There, she met a woman and
begged water from her to drink but she refused on the pretext that the water was not enough for her and her baby.
Then the mysterious lady looked at her for a moment and remarked:
“Nawain! So you have refused giving me water so that I can drink and give some to my child! It is a good
thing since you’re equally a woman that gives birth. In fact let’s look to the future and see.”
After saying this she moved on. As she moved through the village some children threw stones at her and called
her names.
The Kijem people had an inborn detestation for strangers. Famine had made most of them to be lacking in
generosity. They were, however, blessed with a spirit of hard work and independence. When this mysterious lady
moved round the village, she discovered that the child of a bush fowl can never look like the child of a hen. She
met only children at home for most of their parents had gone to their farms far away. Wherever she went and
begged for water from the children, most of them refused giving any and chased her away by throwing abuses and
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stones at her. This notwithstanding, some children were kind enough to give the woman water. After making her
brief round through the village she resolved to destroy the village while at the same time saving the lives of the
generous children and consequently those of their parents.
Thus decided, she made another round through the village. To those who were kind enough to give her water,
she advised them that as soon as the heavy rains began to fall they should carry their nursing babies and run up to
the top of the hill where they could hide on the leeward side for there would be no rain. To those who had refused
her water and had thrown stones at her, she advised them to watch out for tadpoles as soon as the rains began to
fall. As soon as they saw the tadpoles falling along with the rain, they should rush in and catch them for their
food. She repeated these to all those who had denied her water and created in them a lot of anxiety.
Nobody questioned the wisdom of this lady for the advice she gave to the separate camps.
After her last round of the village, the rains suddenly began drizzling and later on increased to a gusty shower
accompanied by thunder and lightning. The greedy children who had stayed close to their homesteads defied the
forces of nature to rush out into the rain, to catch the falling tadpoles that fell with the rains. As they were busy
catching more and more tadpoles the generous children carefully moved away to their assigned hide-out. The rain
drummed on until late in the evening, when the whole village had been submerged and drowned by water.
In the evening when the elders began arriving, they saw the whole village covered by water. Not even a single
trace of their village could be found. In its place, stood a lake. On the side of the hill stood their fon’s palace.
There were lamentations throughout the banks of the lake. The women tore their dresses, clapped their hands
and beat their chests. Some rolled on the ground and wept bitterly. Amidst tears, the parents called out to their
children each in turn. Those who heard this, rushed up hill to meet their children. On the other hand, those who
could not hear any reply from their offspring fell into the lake to accompany their wicked children.
As soon as they fell in the old lady of the lake just opened their doors and let them in. They were now to serve
as her servants in the underworld. Caught in this trap, the people have continued serving the goddess of the lake
ever since.
For a very long time the goddess of the lake made it possible for the lake to be able to disappear in the evening
and reappear in the morning. This thus gave way to a habitable village where strangers and travelers could take
refuge and rest for the night before continuing their journey the next day.
*
For a very long period, everything went well. Many visitors and strangers passed through this mysterious
village and gave glowing reports about its generosity and hospitality. Those who knew the village by night were
suspicious when they saw water in its place on their return journey by day. Nevertheless, on account of the
generosity and hospitality of the old lady and her people, they generally dismissed their fears by saying that they
had missed their way in the forest and subsequently the village. This allegation was not unfounded in those days
hence they suspected no mystery.
One day, two hunters from Kom went hunting in the forest and at nightfall, they were compelled to search for a
safe place to spend the night. When they took a turn behind the woods, behold there was a village settlement in
front of them. They proceeded to it to take refuge and stay clear of wild animals.
In the village, the old lady received them very well. She provided them with food and lodging on condition
that they set out before the break of day. They accepted the woman’s generosity and proposal, and slept peacefully.
After the second cockcrow, the old lady woke them up. She asked them to go in peace and not to look back on
any occasion until they had gone totally out of the village and beyond the hills. For souvenir, the lady advised that
as they moved on, they should look out for presents on the way, for she had set aside something for them. These
presents were to be found wherever they came in contact with daylight
The hunters cheerfully thanked the old lady and set-off as fast as they could. But as they moved along one of
them began to slow down his pace. The friend beckoned to him to move faster else they would not meet with the
promises of the lady. The evil one protested and pointed out that he would like to see what was going to happen if
he defied the old lady’s words and looked back. He then said:
“In the name of Akukum, my ancestors. I am going to see something today.”
So saying, he climbed up a tree in the forest and waited, while his friend abandoned him and moved on.
The evil one stayed on and waited anxiously. When the bush fowl began to sing, thus signaling the break of
dawn, the woman came out of her house with a bundle of water tied up in a cocoyam leaf: She stood there still,
said a few incantations and threw the water up to form a circle and cover the whole village but it could not. She
collected the water again and threw it a second time to encircle her village but it did not. She repeated the action a
third time to no avail.
Then it began to dawn on her that the human beings that had left her village were still lurking around with
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suspicious intentions. She saw in this their gross ingratitude and determination to uncover her secrets.
She stayed calm. She called out in a loud voice, warning that whoever was trying to uncover her secrets should
stay off her way so that she could spare his life. Assuming that the enemy had moved away she threw the water up
again but it could not encircle the village.
Then she became furious and sent out driver ants to bite any living thing they found to death. The ants then
went out on a rampage. When the ants came back, the woman tried her mysterious game again and failed. Then
she sent out bees and wasps to sting anything they met living on the ground and on the tree tops. The man who
had watched the scene from the tree top up till now was caught in his own trap. The bees and wasps stung him to
death and reported back to the lady.
The way thus made clear, the woman threw the water up and it encircled the whole village thus turning it into a
lake. Attaining success, at last, after this ungrateful encounter, the lady of the lake vowed never to turn the lake
into a habitable village at night again. She did not want to have any more sources of temptations .
Ever since then the lake has remained as it is today; but for the show of concern which the fon of Kom had for
her, the goddess of the lake decided to send an outlet-river Melong, to Kom. This serves as a source of drinkable
[water …]\fn{The text of the end of this sentence is missing at this point.}
As soon as dawn caught up with [the obedient hunter], he met a herd of cattle as a present from the old lady
and took it along with him.
*
[The Oku people] hold that the fons of Kom and Kijem treated the old lady with spite. In this light, when the
Kom people moved further down South, the Kijem people contested the ownership of the lake. They claimed that
the lake was theirs whereas the Oku people asserted that it belonged to them.
This quarrel went on for a long time. The two fons of the contesting villages then opted to perform sacrifices at
the lake to see whose sacrifice would be accepted. Anyone whose sacrifice would be accepted would own the
lake.
A day was set aside for the sacrifices. When the day arrived, the people of the two villages assembled beside
the lake and waited for their respective fons to perform their sacrifices.
The fon of Oku took his sacrificial goat, some camwood powder, pounded yam, egusi pudding and palm wine
and went into the lake and immediately disappeared. When the Oku people saw this they were alarmed and
frightened. The people of Kijem in turn fired gun-shots and beat drums in celebration. They claimed that the god
and the lake were really theirs. When they finally saw the waters of the lake turn into red, they concluded that the
fon of Oku had been slaughtered. It did not take long before their premature celebration came to sudden halt. To
the greatest joy of the Oku people their fon reappeared gorgeously dressed.
Taking up the challenge the fon of Kijem went into the lake with his own sacrificial goat, camwood powder,
palm wine, pounded cocoyam and egusi pudding. When he disappeared on stepping into the lake, the Kijem
people held their breath and waited in vain for their fon never returned. Those who were chicken-hearted fell into
the lake and joined the fon in the land of the goddess. For those who could carry their grief, they walked home
and immediately packed out of their new settlement. As they migrated they cursed the Oku people for being the
cause of their troubles.
The Oku people went home and have ever afterwards performed annual sacrifices at the lake. On the other
hand the Kijem has never forgiven the Oku people. Even today one can hardly house the other.
2
Once upon a time there lived a fon in a certain country, who was so wicked and loved power so much that he
lived in perpetual fear of opposition and the eventual overthrow of his regime by the progressives. This fear took
so much control of him that at last, he passed a law that all male children born during his reign should be executed. For the many years that the law was enforced, there were virtually no male offspring, for the fon’s viziers
always executed them at birth. The land became dominated by women who lived in constant fear but could not
put up a conscious resistance to the fon’s will. Those who gave birth to male children sorrowfully and painstakingly handed them over to be executed without questioning the reasoning behind the numerous executions enacted
daily.
For so many years this went on until one day a woman gave birth to a male child and refused to hand her
beloved son to be killed to satisfy the whims of a capricious ruler. To successfully hide her son and make him
grow up without much public censure, she refused to ever hand over the child to anybody to carry. Whenever a
neighbor called to greet the child, she pretended that the child was so sick that no one else could be allowed to
take hold of him.
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For a long time the child was kept in isolation. Children as well as elderly women soon began to call the child
names and later on completely forgot about him. This gave the child room to grow up under the mother’s tutelage.
As he grew up, the mother made him to realize that it was dangerous for him to ever show signs that he was of the
male sex because the fon would lynch their family for hiding him.
For the love that the mother had shown him, the child grew up to love and respect the mother. Wherever he
went, he behaved like a woman. Whenever he went to bathe with children in the river, he either went into the river
with his clothes on or allowed the others to wash and disappear to their homes before he could get in and bathe.
The children suspected no evil intention in his attitude. They simply called him the strange one. He was more
than naïve according to their estimation. In most children’s games, he was so clever and smart that he won the
name Mitofchuofoyn.\fn{Wiser-than-the-king.} In most mock heroic acts of the fon’s rule he acted wiser than the fon
and won the acclamation of his mates.
At a point in time, the news of the child’s wisdom and nickname soon reached the fon. The fon felt caught in
his own trap when after consulting his magicians he was told that Mitof was a boy. He grew jealous and envious
of the child. He felt threatened by the continuous existence of the child in his fon-dom. Determined to have no
opposition within his fon-dom, he secretly planned to eliminate the child.
One day he called his children into his courtyard and equally invited Mitofchuofoyn, whom he had now started
treating with some undue favoritism as though he was from the royal family. In the presence of some nobles he
gave each of the children a nanny-goat but to Mitofchuofoyn, he gave a billy-goat. At the end of the sharing, he
said he loved and cared for them hence they should take care of the goats assigned to them as they would help to
provide their basic needs even after his death. In spite of himself, he appealed to the children to always send forth
to the palace a goat each from their offspring every year. Thus concluded, he dispersed everybody and went back
into the inner courtyard to drink and make merry with his close associates.
At the end of the first year the children all reported with a goat each but Mitofchuofoyn never responded to the
fon’s appeal. The fon pointed out this flaw of the child to his cronies and made sarcastic remarks about the child’s
unusual behavior and the name he bore. Close to four years Mitof never bothered to honor the fon’s request. Other
children got worried about their friend’s attitude and not long after it became known in every household that
Mitof had disobeyed the fon with impunity.
Nobody doubted what was going to happen to Mitof. Those who admired and loved him became apprehensive
and openly talked to him about the dangers of disobeying the fon. To all their worries he kept an unusual calm and
went about his duties normally.
The fon pretended to let things go on; but his advisers pointed out to him that Mitof was a criminal who had
flaunted the fon’s authority and that he should be called to order in order to maintain the state’s decorum. When
finally the fon settled down to call Mitof to question, he was not present at home to answer the fon’s call. The fon
was infuriated to hear he was nowhere to answer his call. While contemplating possible strategies to eliminate
Mitof, a courtier came in to inform the fon that he had seen Mitof at home by the time he was coming over to the
palace. The fon immediately sent some of his guards to go and fetch him. When they arrived they saw him busy
over some work. They invited him to the palace on the fon’s command.
He told them to go ahead for he was following behind. When they returned to the palace it took Mitof quite a
long time to respond to the fon’s call. When he finally took off for the palace he virtually ran into the fon’s
courtyard thus breaking all laws of decorum. When the fon inquired to know why it had taken him so much time
to respond to his call, he intimated that he had been taking care of his father who had just given birth to a baby.
The fon and his courtiers were all taken aback and all asked in unison:
“How is it possible? How can a man give birth?” In response Mitof laughed out long, clear and loud, and when
he finally stopped he addressed the fon:
“Baih! If a man can’t give birth, how then can the billy-goat which you gave me, give birth to young ones so
much so that I can supply the palace with a goat every year?”
The fon and his courtiers were dumbfounded. The fon swallowed hard, and felt ashamed and defeated in his
trap to get Mitof. His plans shattered, he dismissed the case and invited Mitof to come over the next day and give
him a haircut.
*
The next day Mitof went to his farm far away and brought home some fresh corn which he roasted and put into
his handbag and carried it along with him to the palace. At the palace he set the scene ready for the royal haircut
but before he set about shaving the fon’s hair, he ate some of his roasted fresh corn. The fon became interested and
thus begged for some of the corn which Mitof readily gave away.
As the fon employed himself at chewing away at the grains of the corn which he picked from the cob of maize,
Mitof carefully shaved off the hair of the fon.
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Then the fon now caused an alarm and promised to do away with Mitof-a-commoner-who-had-shaved-thefon’s-hair. This was taboo and for a man who claimed to be cleverer than the common man it was criminal. Some
people talked about the unlawfulness of the act and others looked at it as strictly a criminal act punishable by a
death sentence.
The fon weighed the situation carefully and pretended to take a favorable stand to let Mitof out of trouble. He
asked him to replace his hair carefully back into its original position else the verdict of the people would befall
him.
Seemingly amused with the turn of events Mitof saluted the fon in his praise names:
“Balli cha-mufo! Fon owner of all things!\fn{In the traditional hierarchy the king is second in society, being placed
immediately after the ancestors and possessing both secular and spiritual powers which he acquires from rituals concerned with the
ancestors performed during the enthronement rituals .} Lurn-nyam! King of all animals! Nyamabo! Leopard! You have

spoken well. But I would love to say before Balli could allow me replace his hair in its original position, let him
regurgitate and replace my fresh corn which he has just finished eating back on the cob and hand it over to me. If
he does this he will in no time see his hair in their original position.”
*
The monarch again felt bitter at his folly and inability to beat this little one in his wits. It was now that the full
implications of the child’s name became known to him. In short, the child was really more intelligent than him.
Instead of planning to kill the young man through the use of carefully planned out tricks, he now resorted to using
indirect brute force.
For the moment he sent away Mitof with royal praises. He praised him and acknowledged that his fon-dom
needed people of Mito’s intellectual capacity for it to be able to progress.
Despite his avowed praises lavished on Mitof, he secretly planned evil against him.
On the day of the royal sports whereby a horse race was slated to take place, he invited Mitof to participate in
the competition. A large award was assigned to the fastest rider. He gave a white horse to Mitof whom he considered his most favored ride. To the royal attendants, he gave other types of horse that were not white. He secretly
arranged with the guards to position themselves on the side of the bush track so as to shoot down Mitof as soon as
he appeared on his white horse. He knew that the white horse was the fastest of the horses and knew that with
accuracy and precise aiming the numerous guards on the side tracks would kill his enemy. He planned to tell his
people that his friend had died in an accident during the race.
When the gong sounded for the kick-off of the race and the riders set-off for the long horse race, the fon fell
into celebrating his victory. He pointed out to his courtiers who were beginning to admire Mitof that his candidate
was sure to win. Meanwhile, when Mitof discovered that his horse was unique and a fast runner, he immediately
negotiated with one of the palace attendants to exchange horses with him so as to enable him win the race.
Charmed by the chances of winning the royal award, the attendant accepted and the exchange was done. As they
raced on, the guards came out and shot at the owner of the white horse assuming him to be Mitof.
Mitof rode past in peace and finally came back at the end of the race to the palace. When the fon saw him, he
was shocked by this show of foresight. He pretended to be happy to receive his friend in a sound state but in his
heart he felt a growing sense of hatred burning up his internal frame. He took courage to invite all the people to
come the next day for the crowning of Mitof as the cleverest man in the land and the most able rider of the royal
horses.
*
As soon as the people dispersed to their respective homes, the fon called his guards and instructed them to dig
a deep hole where Mitof would be placed for the coronation. After digging the hole they were asked to cover it
with small dry sticks, leaves and soil. This was carefully done covering all trace of hole.
Back at home Mitof dug a tunnel that led directly to the coronation ground and to his great joy he linked it to
the hidden hole dug in the palace grounds.
The next day Mitof waited for everybody to arrive at the palace ceremonial grounds. When they were all
assembled he arrived in a princely manner with all the dignity that befits a fon. The people were startled when the
fon rose as soon as he approached him. After the arrival of the guest of honor, the fon hastily made a brief speech
in praise of Mitofs prowess and led him to his stool stationed beside the royal throne. As soon as Mitof sat down,
the dry sticks gave way and he fell into the hole. His enemies did not take long to start throwing stones into the
hole. Before long they had refilled the hole with soil. Afterwards they joined the fon in celebrations to mark the
death of the fon’s arch rival. They believed they had taught the world that no one can be wiser than the fon.
If only the people had known what had happened to Mitof in the hole then they could not have wasted their
time in fruitless fanfare. When one of the courtiers heard the shouts of joy coming from the fon’s palace he passed
through Mitofs compound to find out what was going on in the palace. When he discovered Mitof busy at his
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household chores and unperturbed, he was moved by his utter show of indifference to the happenings in the land.
When he asked Mitof what was going on in the palace Mitof insolently asked him to go and get it from the source.
The courtier went over to the palace and was shocked to hear that they were celebrating the death of Mitof who
had been thrown into a pit and stoned to death. He called the people to order and revealed that Mitof was
presently in his compound. Shocked beyond doubt, they dispatched some spies to see for themselves whether
what they heard was true or false. Disappointed by the present revelation, they all went back to their respective
homes promising to have nothing to do with him in the future.
*
After ascertaining that Mitof was alive the fon sent out his warriors to catch him and bring him over to his
palace. When the warriors returned with the captive, the Fon ordered that he should be tied and placed in a big
nkem.\fn{A basket made of bamboo ropes.} When this was done he personally carried Mitof to go and dump him in the
river where he would get drowned and eaten by fish.
As he was marching to the great river to perform his holy duty, he saw a bunch of ripe bananas in the bush and
felt tempted to eat some to quench his growing hunger. Feeling that his victim was tightly secured in his basket,
he placed him on the side of the bush path and rushed into the bush to harvest some of the bananas and eat.
As soon as he disappeared from sight a cock passed by and Mitof invited him to come to his aid and set him
free from bondage. The cock agreed to help and immediately set to work, and within a short while pecked off the
strings of the basket to let Mitof out. Immediately Mitof got out, thanked the cock and in his place, he placed a big
stone in the basket and went on self-exile. The fon on coming out from his hunt, did not waste time to check his
load. He quickly carried the luggage, went and threw it into the river believing very strongly that he had done
away with his opponent.
As he walked home, he felt great relief and began to whistle in triumph. Back in his palace, life continued as
usual. Many male children continued to be persecuted against the wishes of their parents who all praised the fon
for his wisdom and strength in handling matters of the land.
On the part of Mitofs parents they felt a great loss for their child was no more. Despite all these, they were
happy that God had spared their lives.
A few years after the disappearance of Mitof he appeared again. This greatly surprised many people and,
especially the fon who had killed all his fears about the enemy. Mitofs arrival was considered as triumphant by all.
Even the fon came to know and admire the young man because he came back with great wealth and servants. He
was virtually richer and more important than the fon. When he came home he did not waste much time in getting
over to greet the fon. People saw in this a great reunion of old enemies and prayed for better days ahead.
Worried and convinced that there was some mystery in what surrounded Mitof, the fon invited him to his
palace, and secretly asked him how he had come about such great wealth. Mitof told the chief how he had
dropped him into the hands of the gods in the river and he went on to say how he was immediately taken to a land
of plenty, where he found it quite easy to pick up much wealth within a short time. He ended up by saying it was
the best thing that the fon had ever done to him.
The fon was carried away by the stories and he felt that power without wealth was nothing. He appealed with
Mitof to tie him up in a basket which he had made for that purpose and then told Mitof to throw him into the same
river so that he could be transported to the land of riches. This would make him acquire his own share of the
wealth.
Mitof, despite his initial refusal, finally agreed to carry the fon and throw him into the river.
When he finally drowned him, he came back and liberated his people from all the bad laws of the land. The
people once free to do as they chose, crowned Mitof as their new fon and ever since afterwards praised him as
their liberator.
Mitofs mother henceforth became their fon’s mother, a highly respected title.
291.139 1. Two poems and a fragment of a third 2. A Quotation\fn{by Louis-Marie Pouka (1910- )} SanagaMaritime Departjent, Littoral Region, Cameroon (M) 1
1
France, a mighty hand broke our ties;
Tyrants were selling us as beasts of burden
They killed our children
They ravaged our goods
But you délivras us and faithful, we are you.
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Sainte France, glory to your name!
We love you as our mother
For it is the roof that we need
The end of our old miseries
*
O France, O our only hope
No, you will not die triumphant and serene ...
You remain for us the providence of Black
The nation elected a world made her queen.
*
(...)
From the Wouri in Chad, one breath animates
Your children who want freedom
(...)
Your nights blondes have no grace for us
We are condemned to eternal weeping
(...)
Long slaves rapacious conquerors
We ask God to break your chains.
2\fn{From APEC Association of Poets and Writers of Cameroon}
In contact with the leveler Americanized Europeanization, Africa much more than Asia, lost its culture of its
culture and genius. That’s back to the sources in the world, Blacks have felt children the need to form knuckles
fighting. …
We take a solemn commitment to continue our mission, to sound the battle against fear, first disease of the
human species. Battle against arbitrariness, battle against the injustices of all kinds. Battle against esclavagismes
of any kind. Battle against falsehood. Battle of light against darkness.
213.128 1. The Daughter of the Co-wife and her Stepmother 2. The Lepere Wife of a Chief and a Big Boa 3. Two
Friends of the Same Age and Thirst 4. The Divorced Woman and the Waylooru 5. The Mason Wasp I 6. The
Crested Crane and the Sammbaga-booro 7. The Angry Woman and the Hyena 8. The Boa And The Traveler 9.
The Mason Wasp II 10. The Cunning Squirrel 11. The Divorced Woman And The Waylooru 12. The Louse And
The Elephant 13. Asta And Hammadu: Thirteen Folktales\fn{by Daada Duudu Zaanini (1920- )} “in one of the
Zumaya villages,” Yooldeewo?, Far North Region, Cameroon (F) 18
1
A father begot two girls. They were the daughters of his co-wives. One of the co-wives died. She left her
daughter behind with the step-mother. They lived, and the day of the festival came.
Now, the girls grew up. When the festival came, the step-mother took a calabash, filled it with some millet
grains, and gave it to her daughter. She said:
“Go and have your hair plaited. The festival’s coming.”
She took a calabash, filled it with toppings, and gave it to her step-daughter whose mother was dead. She said
to her:
“Go and have your hair plaited, you too.”
Her daughter went out to have her hair plaited. She went, had her hair plaited and came home.
Now, the step-daughter carried the toppings, and went into the bush. She kept going and crying. She went on
alone. She forgot the way.
Then, she went on and found a lion’s hut. The lion was not at home. The lion’s wife was at home but she
would not eat this girl.
Now, She came to the hut. Now, she stood up and said:
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“Peace be unto you.”
“Come on. Come on, my daughter.”
Then, the daughter was crying. The lion asked her:
“Hey, what happened to you?” She answered:
“My mother died. Then, since the festival was coming, my step-mother took some millet grains and gave them
to her daughter for her to have her hair plaited. Then she gave me some toppings. I came to your hut, and came in
here. I’m interested in the granaries.” The woman said:
“You should stay here. My daughter, you’ll have your hair plaited. But don’t be afraid of my husband. He is a
lion who eats men. But don’t be afraid of him even a little. He won’t hurt you at all. Don’t be afraid of him even a
little bit.” Then, the girl said:
“All right.”
Then, they stayed together for a long time. The woman cooked food for the girl. The girl ate it. Then, they
stayed together for a long time. When the sun rose in the sky, the husband was coming home. He said to his wife:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

Then, the woman said: “Pick up some lice. Don’t be afraid.” The girl said:
It is I who am the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree.

Again, the lion came closer, and almost reached the den.
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

Now, again, the lion came closer and approached the saare. He said:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

She answered:
It is I who am the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow,
of a big tree.

The lion came to the middle of the gate. He said:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

Now, the woman stopped her answering. Now, the lion said:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

She answered:
It is I who am the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree.

Now, then, the lion put down the body which he killed and an antelope. Then, he came in.
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“Is there any news?” The woman said:
“Here is what happened to this young girl.” He said:
“All right. It doesn’t matter.”
Now, the woman stood up and fried the antelope for them. She ate it with the girl until they were satisfied. She
also cooked some for him. He ate it. Then, he sat down. He said:
“Undo her hair, and plait it as beautifully as possible. The plaiting should make her perfectly beautiful. Plait
each of her hairs carefully.”
The woman undid her hair and they gave her silver ornaments. She was covered with silver. They decorated
her whole body with all kinds of things such as bracelets, rings and Maria Theresa coins.\fn{ These coins were the
Maria Theresa thalers, still used in world trade since they were first minted during the reign of Maria Theresa (Empress of Austria,
Hungary and Bohemia, 1740-1780) in 1741:H} They hung them on her until she was all silver. They accompanied her till

they came near the village.
Then, the girl went home. Now, her stepmother was angry.
“They are laughing at the girl with millet grains. They said the girl with toppings is more beautiful than the one
with millet grains.”
*
Now, the stepmother said it was much better to give her own daughter some toppings to have her hair plaited
better. She gave her some toppings. Now, the girl was going into the bush. She stopped and followed the footprints until she got there. Finally she got there. Now, then, the woman welcomed her again and again. Now, when
the woman said to her:
“You’re welcome. You’re welcome. Have you come?”
“Yes, I’ve come.”
“Well, no one knows that my husband eats men. But, don’t be afraid of him, when he’s coming home.” She
said:
“All right.”
Then, he was coming home. He came not far from the house. He caught the smell of the girl. He said:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

Then, the girl hesitated and said:
“My Allah, my Allah, heey, I’m afraid of him. I’m afraid of him.” The woman said:
“Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid.” Then, she saw him and she was afraid of him.
Then, the owner of the house accepting the greetings from the woman until he reached the entrance of the
house. Then, he sang:
Who is the ever insolent one, who came into the bush,
without fear of low-lying grounds, and reached the house in the hollow
of a big tree?

Then, the girl hesitated. She was afraid of him. She was afraid of him. Then, he jumped on her, held her, and
broke her neck. Then he killed her. Then, he went away like this.
2
There were two young people who were born out of the same womb. They were a boy and a girl. Now, the boy
said he would marry no one but his sister, who was very beautiful. Then, everybody wanted to keep her away. The
boy said he wanted to marry her just as all the others did. As all the other boys did. Then she said:
“My brother, we’re two who came out of the same womb. You say you want to marry me? You want to marry
me?” Then, she said:
“You can’t marry me.”
Then, some girls went to bathe in the river. There were several of them. They were girls of the same age. Now,
they left their clothes where?
Now, they were bathing. This brother stole all their clothes, climbed a tree and sat on top of it. The girls
finished bathing.
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Then, when they were about to go home, they found that the girl’s brother had taken their clothes. Now, then
they stayed there. One girl came and said:
Heey, Muusa, heey, Muusa,
my Muusa, Muusa.
Damsaara yaa bulii Alla baani tenterre am.\fn{A note says that the meaning of this last phrase is uncertain}

He gave her back her clothes. Now, another girl came.
Heey, Muusa, heey, Muusa,
my Muusa, Muusa.
Damsaara yaa bulii Alla baani tenterre am.

Now, they came one after another until there were no more. Then, only the sister was left. She came and sang
the song.
Heey, Muusa, heey, Muusa,
my Muusa, Muusa.
Damsaara yaa bulii Alla baani tenterre am.

The boy said:
“I won’t give it back to you unless you say ‘Heey, my darling, heey, my darling.’”
Now, every girl cried and cried until they couldn’t cry any more. She sang it again:
Heey, Muusa, heey, Muusa,
my Muusa, Muusa.
Damsaara yaa bulii Alla baani tenterre am.

Her brother refused again. Then, her girl friend said:
“My friend, now you’re the only one left behind, with your brother and me.”
Only two people were left behind. They were the girl and her friend. Her friend said:
“Say my darling, and your brother will give us back your clothes.” Then, she cried and said:
Heey my darling, heey, my darling,
My darling, my darling, my darling.
Damsaara yaa bulii Alla baani tenterre am.

Then, he threw her clothes. She said:
“Although you threw them to me, I won’t marry you.”
Then, her friend took her away. Then, they went away. They walked and walked. They refused to come home.
They went into the bush. The girl went and said she wouldn’t come home, for her brother wanted to marry her.
Then her brother took a spear, tracked them down, and they ran on and on. He then threw the spear.
“My spear, don’t you want anything?” The spear said:
“No!” He ran again and again, and threw the spear.
“My spear, you don’t you want anything. The spear said:
“They’re covered with dust.”
He kept going and found them. Then, he caught up with them. He broke his sister’s leg and hand. Then, he
said:
“Go now.”
*
Then, her friend lifted her up, went into the pool, and washed her. She became clean. Then, she carried her on
her back. They went far away. They climbed a tamarind tree and stayed on top of it. They saw a chief coming
from afar with drummers and decorated horses. He was coming with musicians. Then, the chief came and
dismountted under the tamarind tree. The girls picked ripe tamarind fruits and threw them before the chief. They
picked half ripe ones and threw them down before the subjects. And green ones to the slaves. Then, they said:
“How wise the birds are!”
They looked up. They found they were human beings.
“Now, come down.” They said:
“We won’t unless you close your eyes.” For one of them was crippled.
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Then, they closed their eyes. Now, everyone covered his head. Everyone covered his head. Then, they came
down. They then took them and let them ride horses. They went home.
Now, the chief married the crippled girl. The two of them stayed in the chief’s concession. They stayed. Now,
the friend told the crippled girl:
“My friend, don’t go out even for a moment. Even if I go out, don’t go out.”
The chief had married a girl with a crippled hand and leg. Then one day, the girl exposed her hands and legs
without any reason. Her friend went out of the concession. She said:
“Don’t expose your hand, even if I go out. Don’t forget that.”
Now, her friend took her time on the way and did not come home early. A chicken pecked the grains which the
girl was pounding. She said is to drive them away. The chicken found that she was crippled. Then, the chicken
said:
“Kokolokkoloo, the chief’s woman is crippled.” Then, all the domestic animals started to cry. The she-goat
said:
“The chief’s woman is crippled.” The horse said:
“The chief’s woman is crippled.” The cow said:
“The chief’s woman is crippled.” Then, her cow-wives who were pounding said:
“The chief’s woman is crippled.” She was worried.
“Chief’s woman is crippled.” Then, she was worried. They said:
“Well, my master …” They all told him. The chief said:
“If you’ve seen her crippled …” The women said:
“Now, slaughter a cow in front of the gate tomorrow morning. Let each one of your women come and take her
part.”
“All right. It does not matter.”
*
Then, night came. The friend carried the girl on her back. At midnight they all went into their rooms. Then she
climbed over the wall and went down. They found a big boa lying there. The boa said:
“Where are you going?” They explained. These are the reasons why we’re going. These are the reasons why
we’re going. This is what actually happened. The boa said to the crippled girl:
“Aren’t you afraid of me?” She replied:
“No, I’m not.”
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“No, I’m not.”
Then, it swallowed the girl. It kept sucking on her. It vomited her out. Biirawaandu, her whole body became
clean like silver. She became too beautiful to compare with before.
They came home. They came through the front gate. They came in.
Morning came. Now, they went, slaughtered a cow and skinned it. They counted the number of women and put
the meat in heaps according to the number. Every woman came, took her own portion and stood up. Every woman
came and took her own portion. Finally the turn for the crippled girl came. Then, her friend came out, went there
and took it. The women said:
“She should come by herself.” The girl sent her friend and she said:
“Unless the chief puts mats from there to the gate, she’ll hurt herself.”
Then, he put soft mats from the gate to the meat.. Now, they put them out. Now, then, biirawa, her whole body
including her toes, shoes, and so on, was silver. .
Then, she was going out. She came out. She covered her head. When she lifted her foot, her shoes made
sounds like caay kislib kaba.\fn{Not translated} When she lifted her other foot, it made sounds like nanngu mo to o
doyyo, to o doyyake lawan fiyan.\fn{A note reads: The translation is: “Hold her if she stumbles. If she stumbles, the local chief will
hit.” Some of the symbols used in forming the words of the Fulfulde language are unknown to the compiler, and have been replaced by
Latin symbols in the interests of machine readability (H) } She was standing there. She lifted her foot. It made sounds like

caay kislib kaba. Her other foot also made sounds like nanngu mo to o doyyo, to o doyyake lawan fiyan. The feet
made sounds like caay kislib kaba, nanngu mo to o doyyo, to o doyyake lawan fiyan.
Thus she arrived there. Then, she said:
“What are you doing, filthy women?” She moved her hand and received the meat.
Then, they carried her over their heads. They brought her in the concession. They brought her to her room.
When should she use her own hands to receive the meat? Now, the chief asked her:
“What do you want? I’ll command all of them.”
She said every woman should work for her. They all worked for her.
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Then, all her co-wives went away. Her friend also went away. Only she was left with the chief.
3
There were two friends. They kept going on. They were thirsty. They found a pool.
“Now, you go in and draw some water for us.” The other said:
“Now, I can’t draw it. You go in.”
Now, he went in. He drew some water and gave it to his friend. He drank it. He himself drank some. He went
like this … he tried to come out. He then fell into the water, and the water swallowed him. His friend tried
everything to help him. He tried hard. Then, he went and met a spear maker. Then, he said:
“Please make a spear for me to help my friend who was swallowed by water.” Then, the spear maker said:
“I won’t unless you give me some cloth.” He went to the weaver, and said:
“Weaver, weaver, please give me some cloth. I’ll give it to the spear maker, for him to make a spear for me.
Let me pull Kennderleyel out, Ndora has swallowed him.” The weaver said:
“Unless you give a small ewe, I won’t give you any cloth.” The boy went to a ewe keeper. He said:
“Ewe keeper, please give me a black ram mixed with other colors. Let me give it to the weaver, that he might
weave some cloth. Let me give it to the spear maker, that he might make a spear. I’ll pick up Kennderleyel. Ndora
swallowed him.” Now, the ewe keeper said:
“Unless we eat the twiners which grow in the dips, until we’re satisfied, we won’t give it to you.” Now, he
went to some vultures, and said:
“Vultures, please cry at the clouds, to make the rain fall, that twiners might grow in the dip. Let the ewes eat
the twiners till they are satisfied. Let them give birth to a black ram mixed with other colors. Let me give it to the
weaver, that he might weave a cloth. Let me give it to the spear maker, that he might make a spear. Let me pull
Kennderleyel out. Ndora has swallowed him.” Now, the vultures said:
“Unless you go to the donkeys and tell them to die in the open land, for us to eat, we won’t cry at the clouds.”
Then, he went to the head of the donkeys, and said:
“Donkey, go and die, in the open land. Let the vultures eat you. Let them cry at the clouds. Let the rain fall. Let
twiners grow in the dip. Let ewes eat them and be satisfied. Let them give birth to a black ram mixed with
different colors. Let me give it to the weaver. Let him weave a cloth. Let me give it to the spear maker. Let him
make a spear. Let me pull Kennderleyel out. Ndora has swallowed him.” Now, the donkeys said:
“We won’t unless we eat some bean husks and are satisfied.” He went to a person who had beans.
“You who have beans, please give me some husks. Let me give it to the donkey. Let it eat and be satisfied. Let
it die in the open land. Let the vultures eat it and be satisfied. Let them cry at the clouds. Let the rain fall. Let the
twiners grow in the dip. Let the ewes eat them and be satisfied. Let them give birth to a black ram. Let me give it
to the weaver. Let him weave a cloth. Let me give it to the spear maker. Let him make a spear. Let me pull
Kennderleyel out. Ndora has swallowed him.” Now, the man who had the beans said:
“I won’t, unless you give me some butter.” Then, he went to the butter makers and said:
“Butter makers, give me some butter. Let me give it to the owner of the beans. Let him give me the husks. Let
me give them to the donkey. Let it eat and be satisfied. Let it die in the open land. Let the vultures eat it and be
satisfied. Let them cry at the clouds. Let the rain fall. Let twiner grow in the dip. Let the ewes eat them and be
satisfied. Let them give birth to a black ram mixed with different colors. Let me give it to the weaver. Let him
weave a cloth. Let me give it to the spear maker. Let him make a spear. Let me pull Kennderleyel out. Ndora has
swallowed him.” Now, the butter maker said:
“I won’t, unless you wash the dishes for me, I won’t.” He went to wash.
Now, the butter maker made some butter poured it out The twiners grew in the dips. The ewes ate them and
were satisfied. Now, they went and gave birth to a nice ram. He went to give it to the weaver. The weaver wove a
cloth for him. He went to give it to the spear maker. The spear maker made a spear for him. He reached into
Ndora with the spear and pulled out Kennderleyel, his friend.\fn{ And the donkey did not have to die:H}
4
A woman remained divorced.
The woman remained divorced. She said no one would marry her. She said she would have no one but a man
with scars on his forehead and neck.
Now, a waylooru came and passed by her. He came and passed by. He heard what she said, and made scars on
his forehead and neck. She saw him from afar and said:
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“Now, today, my husband has come.”
“Has your husband come, really?”
“My husband has come, my father. You’d better bring us together.”
“All right.”
Now, they gathered people. They became engaged. Then, they were married and went away. They went into
the bush.
*
Now, the bridegroom’s shoes and the clothes he was wearing fell down. The bride said:
“Hey, pick them up.”
“No, I found them here before.”
Now, they went on and came to a place far from the village. He asked her:
“Do you know this place?”
“No, I don’t.”
“You don’t know?”
“No, I don’t.”
Now, then, he took her to the place where he ate people. Then, he left her.
“Sit down. I’m coming.”
Now, then, biirawanndele, he went to break wood. He brought it. He made a heap. Then, he went to turn into a
waylooru. He became a waylooru with a big tail like this. Then, he came trotting back. Then he stood up on his
hind legs, and went back again; Then, he made a fire. It was burning. Then, he stood up with his rear legs and
went back again. Then, the woman kept crying.
My father made me hate a Fulbeman. My father made me hate a non-Fulbe man.
My father made me hate a Shua Arab man. My father made me marry Teeta.
Teeta is a man-eater by night.

Then, the waylooru went back again.
May the step mother lie down and sleep. May the paternal aunt lie down and sleep.
It’s bracelets which bite her. It’s neckbands which pinch her.
They gave me a hand. I put it in the fire.
See what will happen to the fingers.

Then, he put on another piece of wood. He tended the fire. He said again:
“The hand should be ready to eat. The hand should be ready to eat.”
When the hand was ready to eat, he intended to eat it. Again, the waylooru walked slowly, up to there, and
stood. Then again the woman cried, and said:
My father made me hate a Fulbe man. My father made me hate a non-Fulbe man.
My father made me hate a Shua Arab man. My father made me to marry Teeta.
Teeta is a man-eater by night.

Then, the waylooru came walking slowly.
May the stepmother lie down and sleep. May the paternal aunt lie down and sleep.
It’s bracelets which bite her. It’s neckbands which pinch her.
They gave me a hand. I put it in the fire.
See what will happen to the fingers.

Then, biirawanndele, he put on another piece of wood. He put a woman’s body into the fire. The body was
ready to eat. He ate it. He ate it. He ate it. Then, he walked slowly. He stood up with his rear legs as far as there.
Again, then, the woman sat and cried.
My father made me hate a Fulbe man. He made me hate a non-Fulbe man.
He made me hate a Shua Arab man. He gave me in marriage to Teeta.
Teeta is a man-eater by night.

Then, the waylooru came walking slowly and stood up with its rear legs.
May the step-mother lie down and sleep. May the paternal aunt lie down and sleep.
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They gave me a hand. I put it in the fire.
See what will happen to the fingers.

Then, he lifted up the woman and threw her into the fire. Then, her body was ready to eat. Then he ate it. Then
he drank some water.
5
It was a mason wasp which married a chicken, a guinea fowl, a dog, a mouse, and a hyena. The mason wasp
married them all. He brought them into his concession and went on a trip.
Now, they stayed. Now, then, the trip was unsuccessful. Now, they received word that their husband was dead.
Their husband was dead.
Now, then, they stayed. Hmm, the hen was called the first wife. The chicken stayed. The following song is
sung in Kanuri. She sang:
I cried kureeram kureeram .
I rolled on the bed of my master yesterday.
I rolled on the bed of my master yesterday.

Yes, the singer, said:
“At this time yesterday, her mason wasp was rolling on her bed. Their full, brother … the master was rolling
on her bed. Yes, he married some women, but they received word that he was dead. Now, she also cried like this:
Kureeram, kureeram.
I rolled on the bed yesterday.
I rolled on the bed of my master yesterday.

Now, the mouse stood up and asked:
“What happened? What happened?”
“Our husband has died,” They said:
“Alas, in the strange village,”
Although I walk kurkurkur, husband
is no more in the village,
Although I stole all their cakes, your husband
is no more in the village.
Although I go kurkurkur to the west, my husband
is no more in the village,
Although I kurkurkur stole all their ngaaye, your husband
is no more in the village.
Although I kurkurkur go to the east, my husband
is no more in the village.
Although I stole the people’s mammbaa, your husband
is no more in the village.

Yes, yes,
Although I walk kurkurkur, your husband
is no more in the village.
Although I stole kul, your husband
is no more in the village.

The singer said:
“I was walking kurkuriur, to the north. I kept stealing things, but I found my husband had died. I stole all their
salt, but I found he had died. I stole all their meat, and stored it for him, but I found he had died. I stole all their
cakes. but I found he was dead.” This is what the mouse sang.
Now, the mouse sat down, and kept crying.
The guinea fowl came, and said: “Haa, a wilwin, a sa, koo haande pasu?” Now, then, the guinea fowl sat
down, hmm, and sang:
Guinea fowl , guinea fowls, guinea fowl, indeed.
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Hat, guinea fowl, guinea fowls, guinea fowl, indeed.
Clothes, guinea fowl, guinea fowls, guinea fowl, indeed.

The guinea fowl has always been crying like this since then. Now, the pidgeon came and said:
“Buttuburtubur buttuburtubur. What happened? Koo haande nge pasa?” Now, then she sat down and said:
I go like tuttulwee with my trousers,
I go like tuttulwee with my zowanzuu.
I go like tuttulwee with my clothes.

It is the guinea fowl which said this. She has been crying like this. Now, she sat down. Now, the dog carne
before the hyena. The dog said:
“What happened?”
“Our husband has died.”
“If he had died here, I would have eaten meat. I would have slaughtered an animal, and the meat …”
Now, the hyena also came. She said: “No,
Although the thigh was thick,
they went to throw it into the bush.
Although the eyes were big and the body was fat,
they went to throw it into the bush.”

This is how the hyena cried. She said:
Although the thigh was thick,
they went to throw it into the bush.
Although they eyes were big and the body was fat,
they went to throw it into the bush.

The hyena said: “Although the husband’s thigh was thick, he left it in the bush. One couldn’t eat it. Although his
eyes had fat, and the head was big, he found that someone had eaten them.” The hyena has been crying like this.
Now, then, finally their husband recovered. Their husband recovered and came home from the trip. Then, he
asked them how they had cried. He asked all of them how they cried.
Now, they all explained to him about it. They all explained to him about it.
Now, he was generous to some of them. He divorced the rest of them.
Now, he only kept those who had cried very favorably toward him. He divorced the rest of them.
6
Now, a crested crane was sitting in the midst of her children. She was churning some milk in her gourd. She
broke her lumps of millet ball and was eating them. Now, Sammbaga-booro\fn{Pelican} visited her. She said:
“Amma, Sukuluutu, good morning.” She said:
“Thank you, Sammana-weedo-kunnduga.”\fn{It is a nickname. Each element means, as follows: samman (shake tap for
someone), weedo (open out something), kunnduga (big mouth)}
Then, the crested crane and the sammbaga-booro flew together. They kept fighting with each other. The
sammbaga-booro asked:
“Why did you call me sammana-weedo-kunnduga?” The crested crane said:
“You also called me Amma Sukuluutu?”\fn{There is no explanation for this name in the text, but it obviously can be
interpreted as an insult (H)} They fought with each other until they were satisfied.
Now, then, they stopped fighting. They said that they should go to the judge. They went to the judge. The
judge was a local chief. Now, the judge said:
“Tell me what happened.” Sammbaga-booro said:
“I was insulted. She said that I was sammana-weedo-kunnduga.”
“Now, crested crane, go ahead.”
“Yes, sir, she said to me:
I found. I found.
I found. I found.
I found her mixing some milk in my gourd.
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I found. I found.
I found. I found her sitting in the middle of my children.
I found. I found.
I found. I found her eating my lumps of millet ball.
I found. She called me Amma, Sukuluutu.
It is never all right. They farted at Sammana-weedo-kunnduga.
She skinned the Indian hemp. She said
we should come to the judge of the crested cranes.

Now, then, the local chief said:
“Go farther. Go to the chief. Go to the chief.”
Then, they brought them to the chief. The chief said:
“Now, tell me what happened." Hmm, the Sammbaga-booro opened her mouth and said:
“She told that I was Sammana-weedo-kunndulta.” Then, the crested crane said:
“Oh, no, she insulted me first. She said to me:
I found. I found.
I found. I found.
I found her sitting in the middle of my children.
I found. I found.
I found. I found her mixing some milk in my gourd.
I found. I found. I found.
I found. I found. I found her eating …
eating my lumps of millet ball.
Shall I tell you? Is it all right?
I found. I found.
I found her eating my lumps of millet ball.
I found. I found.
I found. I found her mixing some milk in my gourd,
I found. I found.
I found her sitting in the middle of her children.
I found … don’t make me laugh … I found.
I found. She said to me,
Amma Sukuluutu is never all right.

Now, then, they lifted up Sammaga-booro. They threw her down. They lifted her up and threw her down.
Finally she cried. Then, she farted. Then, they laughed.
7
A woman got angry. She was angry. She met a hyena. Now, the hyena said to her:
“Hey, where are you going today?”
She did not say anything. She stopped. Actually she did not know what her husband has in his mind. He kept
following her. He went into the open land without trees.
Then, the hyena stopped her. She went there as far as over there. It was dancing. It was jumping. Then, it came.
Then, she said to it:
“I was the owner of a hut yesterday.” Then, it asked her:
“How about today?” She said:
“I am to be eaten today.” It said to her:
“I’ll eat you.”
“You’ll never eat me.” It said:
“I’d pity you.”
“I’ll see you picking up heads in the open space.” Then, it said:
“I pick up small bones. I eat them, kuruymuruy, kuruyrnuruy.”
Then, it went, prayed, and kept dancing there. It went as far as there. Again it turned and came back. Again,
she sang:
“Yesterday I was never unhappy as now. I was the owner of a hut yesterday.”
“And today?” She answered it:
“Today, I am to be eaten.” Then, it said to her:
“I’ll eat you.”
“You’ll never eat me.” Then,
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“I’d pity you.”
“I’ll see you picking up heads in the open space.”
Then, it was satisfied with her words. It was jumping. It was going to eat her bones. Then,
“I’ll pick up bones. I’ll eat them, kuruyrnuruy, kuruyrnuruy.”
It did not know. Her husband was actually coming. Again, it walked slowly and came back.
“I was the owner of the hut yesterday.”
“And today?”
“Today I’m to be eaten.”
“I’ll eat you.”
“You’ll never eat me.”
“I’d pity you.”
“I’ll see you picking up heads in the open space.”
“I pick up the bones. I eat them, kuruymuruy kuruymuruy.”
Then, her husband came. He did something like this.
They then left the waylooru far behind. They went on. They went into the bush. They went on and finally
climbed a tree.
Then, the waylooru kept dancing on and on. It wandered for nothing, and then found that the woman was gone.
Actually she had gone away a long time ago.
Then, it was running after her. It was running after her. It could not find her again.\fn{ In this folktale, the editor has
not separated the communal chant in the text from the narrative in which it is embedded (H) }
8
There was a man. He was a young man. He was a nice young man. He said he would go out for an evening
walk. No, he said he would like to go on a trip. He kept going on the trip. He said he would look for adventure.
Finally, he went on far away.
Then, he met a boa. They then fought with each other on and on. The boa broke his hand and foot. He was
squatting. He could not walk.
Now, then, people came across to him. Now, he gave them a message. He said:
“Please tell my people what happened to me while I was on my trip. The boa crippled me.”
Now, then, the one who accepted the message kept going. Whenever he reached a village, he said:
Whose son is Li’el? Whose son is
Li’el, the young man? The big boa
broke Li’el’s hand,
and his lag.
Li’el has turned into a hip joint,
Perhaps he’s alive. Perhaps he’s dead. I don’t
know.

Now, then, they said:
“Go ahead. This isn’t his village.” Again he left the village. He said again:
Whose son is Li’el? Whose son is
Li’el, the young man? The big boa
broke Li’el’s hand,
and his leg,
including the hip joint.
Perhaps he’s alive. Perhaps he’s dead. I don’t
know.

Again they said:
“Go on. His village isn’t here.” Again he left the village. He went on. Again the villagers said:
“His village is there ahead.” Then, he left the village. He went on. He was saying:
Whose son is Li’el? Whose son is
Li’el the young man? The big boa
broke Li'el’s hand,
and hip joint.
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Perhaps he’s alive. Perhaps he’s dead. I don’t
know.

Then, the parents of the young man came out. They kept crying on and on. Then, they came to him. They
asked the man:
“What happened? What happened?” The man said:
Whose son is Li’el? Whose son is
Li’el the young man? The big boa
broke his hand,
leg, and hip joint.
Perhaps he’s alive. Perhaps he’s dead. I don’t
know.

Now, then, they followed him. They kept walking, walking, walking. They walked through the bush. They
found the young man squatting completely helpless.
They went to look for a donkey. Then, they put the young man on the donkey.
Then, they took him. They brought him back to their saare. They stayed there. They cured their son. He
recovered.
9
A mason wasp married a hyena, a dog and what? … married a hen? My Allah. Now, he married them. He said:
“I’m going on a trip.” He planted a medicinal herb. He said:
“If this plant withers, I will be dead. If it doesn’t wither, but puts out new leaves and flowers, I will have made
some money.”
Then, he stayed there for a while. He went on a trip.
The plant developed a disease, and finally was almost dried up. Then, his wives stayed home. They were crying. They said their husband was dead. They were crying, and crying. Now, the hen came and cried:
Cim cim cim cim cim,
Cim, termites ate the small mat.
Cim, Stereospermum Kunthianum flowered.
Here they are. He has not come home yet.
The one whom Allah doesn’t kill will never die.

Now, hey, the toad came.
“What happened? What happened?” The hen said:
“Our husband is dead? Our husband is dead?”
Now, the toad came. She jumped again and again.
“Hey, what happened? What happened? What happened?”
“Our husband is dead?” Then, the toad said:
“A babla blium babla, I’ll go back to my family. I’ll go and eat shuutuuri.”
Now, the toad also said something like this. She was crying and said also that her husband was dead.
“A babla blium babla, I’ll go back to my family. I’ll go and eat shuutuuri.”
Now … what my Allah? I forgot the story. What did the dog cry and say? I forgot what the dog said. It’s
terrible. The man who’d been traveling, the owner of the saare came home. The owner of the saare came home.
the hyena also came to her saare which was different from that of the man. I forgot how the story ended, my
goodness.
Now, then, the man came home. He gathered all his children to whom his wives had given birth.
“You, what did each one of your mothers cry and say?”
“This is what my mother cried and said.”
“This is what my mother cried and said.”
“This is what my mother would cry and say.”
Then, he took a red bark. He rolled it and rolled it. He tied it. Now, the wives put it on each other as their lion
girdle.
Then, they all went and were bathing. Now, then, they were bathing and bathing. Then, the bark fell down and
got wet. All their bark got wet. It all fell down.
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Now, then, the man came home. Then, he divorced them one after another. He left only the hen. Then, the hen
became the first wife. Then, they stayed.
10
Now, a mother gave birth to a very small newborn baby. Now, she gave birth to the baby on the bed, and said
that she was going to gather wood.
Then, the small newborn baby stood up and looked far away again and again. It was watching its mother going
far away. Then it got up and chased chickens. It chased the chickens. It chased the chickens. It caught a chicken
and broke its neck. It plucked the chicken. It fried it, and left it on the fire. Then, it took out the woman’s millet
grain, put a veil on itself, and pounding the grain. It said:
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child.
Actually I’m a squirrel, ngew ngew.
My mother is foolish. My mother thought I was a young child.
Actually I’m a squirrel, ngew ngew.
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child.
Actually I’m a squirrel, ngew ngew.

Then, it pounded the grain and finished the work. It cooked and ate the food. It washed the pots and turned
them over for drying.
It saw its mother coming back. Then, it ran into the hut, Then it jumped on the bed. It was lying on the old
cloths. It was kicking. It was a newborn baby crying like hii hii hii hii.
Then, the mother came home with the wood and put it down on the floor. She said:
“My goodness, my child is hungry, My goodness, my child is hungry. My goodness, I made my child spend the
whole day hungry.”
Then, she took some water and boiled it. She fed it until the child was satisfied. Now, she held it up. Now, she
left the child, She went to do her work. She came home. She stayed with the child, The next day, she went into the
bush.
*
Now, the child saw her going from afar. Again it chased the chickens and caught one. It slaughtered it, and left
it on the fire. Then, it bent down, It was pounding the millet. It said:
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child,
Actually I’m a squirrel, ngew ngew.
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child.
Actually I'm a squirrel, ngew ngew.

Finally it pounded and finished the work. Now, it stood up, cooked the food, ate it, washed the pots, and turned
them over for drying. Then, the pots were standing. It came back to the hut. It ran. It was crying. Then, an old lady
told the mother:
“My daughter, it was your child who ate up the chickens.” The mother said:
“No, it was the cats which caught them,”
“No, it was your child who ate them up.”
“Hey, don’t lie about the child. Don’t lie about the child.”
Then, they said that the child had caught the chickens. The old lady said:
“Well then, hide yourself.”
Then, she went into the bush. Oh no, she said she was going to the bush. Then, she hid herself.
The squirrel got up when she went away. It looked at her from afar again and again. It could not see her. Then,
it chased the chickens. It chased the chickens. It chased the chickens. Then it caught one. Then, it caught it and hit
it. Then the chicken died. It took it and put it on the fire. It threshed the woman’s millet. Then it was grinding it.
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child.
Actually I'm a squirrel, ngew ngew.
My mother is foolish. She thought I was a young child.
Actually I'm a squirrel, ngew ngew.

Then, it cooked the food. It was eating it. Its mother came home and found it eating. Then, they said:
“Lift it up and break it on the shelf.”
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Then, they hit it one after another. Then, they broke its hand, and put it in the sun.
It went away. Then, it went into the open space: It limped. It went away. Actually the baby was a cunning
squirrel.
11
A divorced woman did not have a chance to remarry. She said she would marry only a man with a scar on his
neck.
Now, a crested crane heard it. It turned itself into a young man, came and wooed her. She squatted before the
young man, and said to her mother:
“Hey, my mother, my husband has come.”
Now, then, they stayed. Now, then, they went and married. They brought her household goods. They stayed there
for some time. The crested cranes disappeared. The rainy season was over. They were going away for the dry
season. The crested crane did not come. Every crested crane came across and went away.
“Where is our friend?”
“He’s not here.” They asked about him. They said:
“He went to marry a woman in the village. He stayed there. That has prevented him from coming.”
Then, the elders sent a message and said he should come back to go away with them for the dry season. Now,
then, they came near the village. One sang:
Crested crane, get up. Let’s go away for the dry season.
Spotted crested crane, let’s go away for the cold season.
All the crested cranes, which migrate in the cold season,
spent the cold season away and came back.
All the crested cranes, which migrate in the dry season,
spent the dry season away and came back.

The crested crane told them:
Because of Dame, I won’t go.
Because of Damdam, I won’t go.
Because of Ngilaaro, I won’t go.
I was the one cried in the bush.
Hawwa has a buulo hair style.
She’s better than what makes you feel reluctant.

The crested crane loved his wife very much. There was something which made him feel reluctant.
Now again, the messenger flew back and said to the crested crane’s mother and so forth that he had refused to
come home. They criticized the messenger again and again, until they were satisfied. Again they sent him back.
He came again but the crested crane refused to go. Then, his father stood up and came. He came and stood there.
Crested crane, get up. Let’s go away for the cold season.
Spotted crested crane, stand up. Let’s go away for the dry season.
Crested cranes which migrate in the cold season
all spent the cold season and came back.
Crested cranes which migrate in the dry season
all spent the dry season came back.

The crested crane said:
Because of Dame, I won’t go.
Because of Damdam, I won’t go.
Because of Ngilaaro, I won’t go.
I was the one who cried in the bush.
Hawwa has a buulo hair style.
She’s better than what makes you feel reluctant.

His father tried to grab him. The crested crane refused to go. Again his father flew, came and stopped in the
saare. He said to him:
Crested crane, stand up. Let’s go away for the cold season.
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Spotted crested crane, stand up. Let’s go away for the dry season.
Crested cranes which migrate in the cold season
all spent the cold season and came back.
Crested cranes which migrate in the dry season
all spent the dry season and carne back.

[The crested crane said:]
Because of Dame, I won’t go.
Because of Damdam, I won’t go.
Because of Ngilaaro, I won’t go.
I was the one who cried in the bush.
Hawwa has a buulo hair style.
She’s better than what makes you feel reluctant.

Then, although the crested crane wanted to play, he was getting feathers gradually. Then, finally, his father
made his son get up. He followed him. He went far away from the village.
Then, again, he flew back to the village. He was crying because of Hawwa. Again his father carne and he
followed him again. He repeated that three times.
Then, after that, he flew away with them all. They went away with his father.
12
A louse took a wife.
Now, he cleared the land and planted. The crops ripened.
Now, a watch was necessary. The louse went to watch the field. Elephants were damaging and damaging his
field. While he went to watch them, he found monkeys playing with his wife at home. Then if he stayed at home
to watch the monkeys, the elephants would eat up all the crops.
It troubled him. It troubled him. He went to an Islamic teacher. He asked.
“Let’s see. Let’s see. Let’s see. A problem is troubling me always.” The Islamic priest said to him:
“Go to the blacksmith. He’ll make you some small sharp knives. Go into the panicle of corn with them, and
stay there.”
Now, he walked to the field, went into the panicle of corn, and stayed there. Now, the biggest father elephant,
which always preceded the rest, came. He was eating and eating. He swallowed the crops. Then, he came across
to the panicle and swallowed it.
Now, then, the louse went out of the panicle in the elephant’s belly. He was piercing all the things in the
elephant’s belly, such as the intestines, liver, lungs, heart and so forth. He was piercing and piercing.
Then, the louse made the elephant sit down on the ground. The elephant could not get any help. It was sitting
straight on the ground.
Then, the other elephants came from afar. The elephants following them came. They found that the father elephant was sitting helplessly without any reason. It was helpless. It was sitting with the head bowed. Then, they
came back and drew near to the elephant. The louse said:
Come, why are you sitting straight, big brother?
Why are you sitting straight? The elephants have gone to the river.

Then, the elephant said:
What I ate didn’t set me free.
What I ate didn’t set me free.

Now, then, the louse had achieved his purpose.
I’ll never take pity on you.
I can never take shelter from you.
I cultivate a small field. The elephants eat up all the crops.
I marry a small girl. The monkeys never leave her alone.
I’ll never take pity on you.
I can never take shelter from you.
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Now, then, the elephants passed by and went away. The big brother was still sitting straight. Again some other
elephants came and found him sitting straight as before.
Come, why are you sitting straight, big brother?
Why are you sitting straight? The elephants have gone to the river.

The big elephant said:
What I ate didn’t set me free.
What I drank didn’t set me free.

[Now, then, the louse had achieved his purpose.]
I’ll never take pity on you.
I can never take shelter from you.
I marry a small girl. The monkeys never leave her alone.
I cultivate a small field. The elephants eat up the crops.
I’ll never take pity on you.
I can never take shelter from you.

After a long while, the big brother fell to the ground. The louse did not stop piercing the belly.
Now, then, the louse came out of the belly. Now, he went home and found his wife.
They looked for an axe, and their knives. They cut the meat. They went and hung the meat on the trees. They
cut the meat. They went and hung it on the trees. They cut it again and again. They went on foot and hung the
sliced meat.
There was meat in the saare. His field was safe. His wife was safe.
Now, they stayed in peace.
13
A mother gave birth to a boy and a girl. Now, when the mother was dying, she said:
“My Asta, don’t refuse to do whatever Hammadu says.” Now, when the father was dying, he said:
“My Asta, don’t refuse to do whatever Hammadu says.”
Now, then, they all died. Now, they left behind the brother and the sister. Now, they stayed there. They
circumcised the brother and held a nastirdu ceremony for him. Now, he reached the puberty and started having
affairs with girls. He said:
“My elder sister, give me some money. I’ll buy things. We’re all going for a hiirde.” Then, they stayed.
“Is that so my Hammadu, you see our father left us some inheritance. You say you would lose it?” Then, she
stayed there. She was crying.
“This is what my parents said that my elder sister would do whatever I said.” Now, the elder sister said to him:
“Take this. Go and buy them.”
He went, bought them and lost the money. Again, they held a hiirde. He did not have anything. Again, he said:
“My elder sister, give me some money. I’ll go and buy something. They’re holding a hiirde.”
“Is that so, my Hammadu? You’ll spend all our money. Then, poverty will destroy us. Hunger will kill us
easily.”
Then, he stayed there. Again, he said:
It is what my mother told me
It is what my father told me,
that my elder sister would do whatever I said.

At last he wasted all the fortune. Then, the sister went away and cried. The brother caught up with her. They
walked and walked. They finally came into the bush. They found a big pool and an open space. Then, his sister
said:
“My Great Allah, give me something with which I can stay with my brother near this big pool.”
Allah brought down a hut and some millet for them to cook. Now, Allah gave them all kinds of things.
Now, she stayed with her cotton. She picked the flowers and put them in the calabash which she had been
keeping. She spun them. Hammadu made a fish net.
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Then, they cooked the food and ate it at night. Then, he took the net and went into the pool. He scooped fish
with the net. He scooped fish with the net. His sister went into the hut and was lying there. He scooped, scooped
and filled the net with a lot of fish. Then, he came home and found that his sister had already gone to sleep. Then,
he sang:
Karaanum, I got a lot of fish.
Karaanum, my elder sister, I got a lot of fish.
Open the hut for me.
When the late evening comes, I’m never far from the hut.

His elder sister opened the hut for him.
Now, he gave her the fish. She got up and cleaned the fish. She put the fish on the fire at night.
Now, when morning came, they ate them until they were satisfied. And they ate the rest of them in the evening.
Again, he went to go into the pool to fish. The sister went into the hut and lay down. He scooped and scooped the
fish until late at night.
Well, then, a hyena heard Hammadu’s words. The hyena heard them. Then, it came before him and sang:
Karaanum I got a lot of fish.
Karaanum I got a lot of fish.

She said:
“Go away. Go away. Go away. Go away. That isn’t my brother's voice. Go away, cunning hyena.” Then, it
walked slowly away.
Hammadu scooped and scooped the fish until late at night. He then came home.
Karaanum I got a lot of fish.
Karaanum I got a lot of fish.
Open the hut for me.
When the late evening comes, I'm never far from the hut.

Now, then, his sister got up and opened the hut. Then, they chose the best fish. So, they cleaned the fish, and
ate them.
They went on like this for a long time. They lived together like this to the end.
105.13 Four Folktales from East Region, Cameroon\fn [1. The Wicked Co-wife {told by Joseph Abdulaye (1920- )}
from Garoua Boulai, Lom-et-Djérem Department 2. Monkey And Crocodiles{told by Mathias Penempomo (1920- )}
from Yanebot, Haut-Nyong 3. Lion, Monkey And Tortoise{told by Casimir Azola (1922- )} from Abong Bang, HautNyong Department 4. The Wicked Woman Of Yanebot {told by Pierre Manza (1925- )} from Adjela, Haut-Nyong
Department]—all from the East Region, Cameroon (M) 3
1
A man once had two wives. He loved the second wife more because she had children unlike the first who was
barren. The first wife planned evil against her co-wife but the latter was not aware of this.
One day, the first wife asked her co-wife to accompany her to a new fishing pond she had discovered. The
younger wife was only too ready to go with the first because she had always wanted herself and her mate to have
a close relationship.
The elder co-wife was given the pride of place to catch fish, when they had drained the pool of water in the
embankment they had made with sticks and leaves. When she had caught a basket full of fish, she came out and
the younger wife went into the pool.
As she was busy catching fish, the elder woman broke open the embankments and her co-wife was trapped in
the pond. The elder woman left immediately and when she got home, their husband asked her where the younger
wife was.
“Why are you asking me that question? Did we go fishing together? Let me tell you that the ill luck you are
wishing me will go on your own head,” she retorted.
Luckily, the second wife was as tall as a gazelle and so did not drown.
One day, a young man went to cut sticks to build his hut and as he cut the sticks, “ Kpo! Kpo! Kpo!” the woman
echoed the sound in a song in which she asked him to go and tell her mother that she was trapped in a fishing
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pond.
When he got the message, he rushed home and broke the news. The whole community came out and rescued
her. When she recovered, she narrated what happened.
The wicked co-wife was divorced and exiled from the village.
2
Once upon a time, there were two small villages: Zulabot and Ngoyla.\fn{ Two villages of the Lomé Division .}
Between them was a big river. There were many bananas at Ngoyla and the Zulabot people always talked of the
“Ngoyla bananas.”
A monkey at Zulabot who had tasted one of these “Ngoyla bananas” decided to change his residence, that is, to
move to Ngoyla. It was the monkey’s master who had given him the banana. The monkey without saying a word,
packed his bag and set out.
When he reached the river, he did not know what to do because he could not swim. After a short thought he
had a brilliant idea. When he saw a Crocodile swimming in the river, he cried out:
“Oh, my brother Crocodile, good-day; you look very happy, I believe all is well with you.” The Crocodile
answered:
“Sure, you’re right, come and let’s swim together.” But the Monkey knew well enough that if he put his foot
into the river the Crocodile would eat him up.
“Hee! Crocodile, how many of you are there in this river?” the Monkey asked.
“We are so many; nobody can count us,” replied the Crocodile.”
“I can count very well; you may not believe me, but it’s true,” said the Monkey.
The Crocodile asked himself how this little creature was going to succeed, then he called out to his brothers the
other Crocodiles.
“Eh! Brothers, are you asleep? Wake up, you lazy folk and come this way. There is a Monkey here who says
that he can count us.”
The Crocodiles came but each one said to itself that the Monkey would not succeed. The Monkey asked them
to line up from that bank of the river to the opposite end. Then he started walking on the crocodiles’ backs and
counting them:
“1, 2, 3 … 55, 56 …”
At a certain moment, he nearly fell, so he asked the Crocodiles to be still because he did not want to make a
mistake.
“206,207,208 …”
When the Monkey was on the last Crocodile, another Crocodile shouted:
“But, but, get hold of him, he is going to jump away!”
It was already late, the Monkey jumped away and laughed. He had succeeded very well. He said to the Crocodiles:
“Good-bye my friends and thank you for the beautiful bridge.”
This story tells us that, a clever man, no matter how small he is, can succeed in life better than others who are
big but do not take time to think well before doing something.
3
Once upon a time there lived a hunter who dug a big trench on a far off hill as a trap to catch animals. Before
long Lion who was in search of food came and fell into this trench and was unable to come out. Fortunately for
Lion the hunter did not pass by to find out if something was in his trap.
Lion made frantic efforts to free himself to no avail. He became so hungry that he was forced to eat some earth
from the walls of the trench. He remained in the trench in despair.
Suddenly Lion heard some noise above and, looking up, he noticed Monkey staring into the trench. Lion called
out for help from Monkey. Surprised, Monkey asked Lion how a small animal of his kind could possibly liberate a
huge animal like Lion from such a deep trench. Lion in a sad and very convincing tone told Monkey that
everything could be possible if only Monkey would be willing to help. Asked how that could be possible, Lion
told Monkey to send down his tail into the trench while clutching on to anything solid from outside.
Looking round, Monkey found a stump close by and clutched the stump very firmly while letting down his
long tail into the trench. Lion held fast to Monkey’s tail and, after a very hard struggle, Lion was saved out of the
trench.
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The two animals then stood looking at each other. Monkey with a smile expressed his surprise that he had
successfully helped an animal far larger and heavier than himself. Lion on his part was not showing any sign of
appreciation. Asked whether he was not happy for having been saved, Lion grumbled and said he was so hungry.
Hearing of such a complaint, Monkey said nothing, looked round and saw that there was no tree close-by.
Monkey knew very well that he could not compete with Lion when it comes to running, especially on the ground.
He then asked Lion what they should do.
Lion asked Monkey to kindly cut off part of his tail and give him so that he could just try to calm down his
hunger by washing away the soil from his mouth. Baffied and angered that Lion should be so ungrateful after all
the help he had given him, Monkey in a gentle and cunning manner told Lion how useful the tail was, and that
cutting away part of it would mean his death.
The two animals then went into an argument and as they went on to exchange of words, Tortoise that was
passing by heard the quarrel and came to the scene. Tortoise asked the two animals what it was all about and
Monkey recounted the incident just as it had happened.
Tortoise on hearing that Monkey had saved Lion from the trench expressed great surprise.
Tortoise knew very well the aims of Lion because Tortoise is very wise. Still exclaiming, he asked how on
earth a small Monkey of that nature should stand in front of Lion and claim to have saved such a strong animal
from such a deep trench.
Tortoise wilfully decided he could not believe such a story. Lion and Monkey both tried to convince Tortoise
that it really happened as they had told him. Tortoise still did not want to accept and asked them to prove it by
going over the whole thing again.
To prove to Tortoise that their story was true, Monkey and Lion agreed to enact the whole incident. Lion
jumped into the trench while Monkey stood ready to send down his tail; but Tortoise told Monkey to wait a while.
Reminding Monkey on the threat to his life, Tortoise told Monkey he was now free from the Lion’s jaws.
Finally comprehending Tortoise’s trick on the ungrateful Lion, Monkey with Tortoise left Lion in the trench
and went their way.
4
Once upon a time, there lived a woman in Yanebot.\fn{ A village of the Lomé Division, inhabited by the Zime people .}
She was very wicked. She lived all alone in a secluded area with her only daughter. People wondered how she
lived her life in solitude and most of all why she decided to seclude her daughter from the rest of the community.
Some people said it was because of her wickedness that she was driven, others said it was because of her
witchcraft.
Still she lived alone, away from people of Yanebot.
When her daughter was full grown, she used to go to the market to buy or sell for her mother. Through her
frequent visits she met another girl and they became friends.
This girl’s name was Missiele. Whenever she returned from the market she will talk to her mother about
Missiele. With time she begged her mother to allow her to visit Missiele. At first her mother refused but because
she persisted, her mother allowed her to go.
It was a very long and tiring journey. She had to climb and descend seven hills and go across seven rivers. She
left very early in the morning and arrived late in the night.
Missiele’s family was very happy to receive her. They spent two good days together and she had to go back.
But before she left, they agreed with Missiele that she should also come and visit her. They agreed upon the day
and she left with many gifts.
When she arrived, she told her mother about Missiele and her family and how nice they had been to her. She
informed her mother about Missiele’s proposed visit Together they prepared to receive Missiele. At last she
arrived and was happily received. They ate and talked far into the night.
When it was time to sleep the wicked woman called her daughter aside and told her to sleep on the far side of
the bed so that Missiele would sleep in front. This girl could not understand why it had to be so. She ignored her
mother’s advice and slept in front.
During the night the wicked woman who had earlier placed a basin under the bed came into the room while the
girls were sleeping. Thinking that it was Missiele who was sleeping in front, she stabbed her daughter and killed
her. She collected the blood in the basin and carried it away.
Missiele who had heard everything from the back of the bed was stricken with fright. She almost screamed but
something stopped her. She waited feverishly for the first crow of the cock and when it finally came, she crept out
of the house and ran away.
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Meanwhile, the wicked woman felt that she had killed Missiele. When it was dawn she went to wake up her
daughter but to her dismay she found her dead. She searched the room for Missiele but she was not there. It then
dawned on her that Missiele had escaped.
*
She then hurriedly took some ripe plantains and put them in a small basket and started the hunt for Missiele.
She ran along the path leading to the girl’s village. At the top of the first hill she spotted Missiele in a second.\fn
{The text has: the second.} She called out to her and said:
“Missiele! My daughter, wait! Your road is long and difficult. Wait and take these ripe plantains so that you can
eat on the way.” Missiele knowing what had happened answered back:
“No! No! No! My road is long and I have to get home before it is dark. I can’t wait or it will be too late for
me.”
With that she dashed off.
They continued like that until Missiele was at last on top of the seventh and last hill. Here, she added that the
woman was very wicked. She has killed her daughter and now wants to kill her. She should go back and live in
her wickedness.
After saying this she ran down the hill to her village and reported the incident to everyone.
The wicked woman, seeing that the girl had ran to safety, went back to live in sorrow.
213.170 1. The Girl And The Waylooru 2. Kummbo The Wander 3. Wanderer: Three Folktales\fn{told by Diya
(1920- )} Wuro Loope, nr. Maroua, Diamaré Department, Far North Region, Cameroon (F) 4
1
Now, a girl said she would never marry a man without scars.
Now, good. All men came and courted her, but she did not like any of them. She said:
“I will not court and marry anybody with scars.”
All men came and courted her. She found the scars and refused them. All men came. She found the scars and
refused them.
Now, a lion heard of her. He put on his sandals, trousers, a tunic, and a hat, and took a knife with him. Now, he
came to the girl’s saare, sat down, and said,
“Peace be unto you.” They said to the girl:
“Hey, today your husband has come.” She came out. She said:
“Yes, my husband has come. Stand up. Let us go.” Now, the girl said to the man:
“Now you are here. You better stand up, and let us go. We should not waste time.” The man said:
“Tie up the dogs. You do not have to wait for anything. All we have to do is go together.”
Now, she tied up her dogs and left them with her grandfather. She left them with her grandfather. Now, she
went out of her father’s house.
She followed her husband. They went on. They walked and walked. Her husband asked her:
“Do you know this place?” She answered:
“No, I don’t.”
“Do you know this place?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Do you know this place?”
“No, I don’t.” Finally they went into the bush. He said:
“Do you know this place?” She said:
“I don’t.”
Then, his sandals dropped. But, they continued. His trousers dropped. They continued. His shirt dropped. She
became afraid of him. After a while, he said to her:
“Stay here. I will come.”
Now, she had an awl in her head hair. She took it and pegged it on the ground. Now, she saw that a small cloud
of dust was coming near. Now, she took the awl and pegged it on the ground. The awl became a big borassus tree.
Now, she climbed up the tree. Now, she called her dogs and said:
Bulum-bulum Diija Daagooni,
Faadima Keereeree-kernetee-keete.
You see his figure has changed.
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Actually a big tail came out.
You see paws came out.

Now, she kept crying.
Bulum-bulum Diij a Daagooni.
Faadima Keereeree-kernetee-keete.
You see his figure has changed.
You see paws came out.
You see a tail came out.
You see his figure has changed.

She called her dogs from afar.
Bulum-bulum Diija Daagooni.
Fadima Keereeree-kernetee-keete.
You see his figure has changed.
You see a tail came out.
You see paws came out.

Now, her dogs heard her voice, and perked up their ears. The grandfather said:
“What do you hear?” The dog said:
“Our mistress is calling us.” He said:
“You are telling a lie. She tied you up just now. She got her husband. Does she need you? Stop lying:” The
dogs stopped making noises.
Bulum-bulum Diija Daagooni,
Faadima Keereeree-kernetee-keete.
You see a tail came out.
You see his figure has changed.
You see paw came out.

Then, the dogs slipped away from the rope at once. They ran toward their mistress.
Bulum-bulum Diija Daagooni.
Faadima Keereeree-kernetee-keete.
You see his figure has changed.
You see a tail came out.
You see paws came out.

Now, the dogs came. She then said:
“Bite the lion to its last bone.”
Now, they attacked the lion. They ate it all.
Now, she bent down, and pulled out the awl from the ground. She put it in her hair. Now, her dogs followed
her. They were going home.
2
Now, a woman gave birth to a girl, whose name was Kummbo.
Kummbo was a wanderer. When evening came, she went out to play. Her grandmother stayed lying in the hut.
The girl came home at midnight. She found that the old woman had closed the hut. Now, she stood and sang:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, please open the door for me to come in.

*

Kummbo, wild beasts are fearful.
Kummbo, my daughter, bushes are fearful.
Come near, open the door and come in.

Then, she came and opened the door. She came in and lay down.
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Again the next day when the evening came, she went out to play. She went out to play. She stayed out until
midnight. She came home. She found her grandmother had gone into the hut. She sang:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, open the door for me to come in.

*

Kummbo, wild beasts are fearful.
Kummbo, my daughter, bushes are fearful.
Come near, open the door and come in.

Now, a hyena saw Kummbo on the way. Now, the hyena came and imitated Kummbo’s song:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining—

“Oh, no, go away, villain. My little Kummbo has not come home.”
Kummbo opened the door and went in. They slept. Next morning Kumbo was satisfied with playing and came
home.
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, open the door for me to come in.

*
Kummbo, wild beasts are fearful.
Kummbo, my daughter, bushes are fearful.
Come near, open the door and come in.

Kummbo opened the door and went in. Then, the hyena came stealthily and sang:
Amma, don’t worry—

“Get away, villain. That is not my Kummbo.”
Now, the hyena went to a blacksmith and asked him to smooth his voice. The hyena went to the blacksmith
and got his voice smoothed. The blacksmith said:
“Don’t eat anything. Go home and wait for a while.”
Now, on the way home the hyena found flies and ate them. His voice became bad again. Kummbo came home
and sang:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, open the door for me to come in.

*
Kummbo, wild beasts are fearful.
Kummbo, my daughter, bushes are fearful.

Again the hyena came and sang:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry—

“Oh, no, go away, villain. That is not my Kummbo. She came home and is in the hut.”
The next day, the hyena made his voice smooth. He did not eat anything this time. He came to Ammma’s hut.
He sang:
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, open the door for me to come in.

30

Amma thought that it was Kummbo who came home.
Kummbo, wild beasts are fearful.
Kummbo, my daughter, bushes are fearful.
Come near, open the door and come in.

The hyena opened the door, went in, and ate Amma. Then, he sat down and waited. I tell you that although he
ate Amma, his voice did not become rough. Then, Kummbo came home at midnight.
Amma, don’t worry. Don’t worry.
Stars are shining. They are shining.
The moon is bright. It is bright.
Amma, open the door for me to come in.

Now, Kummbo opened the door and went into the hut.
3
Now, this girl was also a wanderer like in the story of Amma, taa miilu. Now, since she was a wanderer, she
used to go out and play outside. She came home late at night to her grandmother.
Now, a lion noticed that she played out until late at night. What do you call this animal, Omaru? That’s a
panther. The panther saw her.
Now, she came home. She sang:
Tiloba, tiloba tiyantarinna.
Tilogoole tiyantarinna.
Hawwa jilwa barin danjo.
Omaru ka kaa nel gedin ki.
Omaru ka kar njagaa nel gedin ki.
Ka Kar njagaa nel gedin ki.

Then, her grandmother woke up and opened the door for her. She went in. The next day again, she went out
and played out until late at night. She came home. Then, the panther followed her. When the girl came home, she
sang:
Tiloba tiloba tiyantarinna.
Tilogoole tiyantarinna.
Hawwa jilwa barin danjo.
Omaru ka kaa nel gedin ki.
Omaru ka kar njagaa nel gedin ki.
Omaru ka kar njagaa nel gedin ki.

Now, her grandmother opened the door for her. The next day also, she went out to play and came home late at
night. She sang:
Tiloba tiloba tiyantarinna.
Tiloba tiloba tiyantarinna.
Tilogoole tiyantarinna.
Hawwa jilwa barin danjo.
Hawwa jilwa barin danjo.
Omaru ka kaa nel gedin ki.
Omaru ka kar njagaa nel gedin ki.

Then, the grandmother opened the door for her. Now, she went in. The panther was not able catch her.
Now, the panther hit his head on a tree and died.
105.2 1. Why Pigs Dig Up The Earth: A Folktalesfn{told by Magie Bih (1921-2001)} Mforya, nr. Bafut, Mezam
Department, Northwest Region, Cameroon (F) 2
1
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Long, long ago, that is since time immemorial, Pig and Tortoise were great friends. They lived happily as
friends always shared their meals together and assisted one another whenever the need arose.
One day a great famine fell upon the whole land. Pig and Tortoise had foreseen the coming of the famine and
so stockpiled a lot of foodstuff in their houses. They both agreed to consume their stocks sparingly until the period of hunger was over.
But Tortoise as gluttonous and proud as he was, did not stick to this decision and soon his stock of food was
completely exhausted. He and his immediate family started starving.
One day, Pig visited Tortoise and was shocked to discover that he and his family were starving. He questioned
Tortoise about what happened to his own stock of food. Tortoise lied to him that all had been stolen.
Pig had great pity on his friend. He asked Tortoise to come over to his house and collect food. When Tortoise
collected it, Pig warned him to make sure he kept it in his bedroom, that is, under the bed.
Fools are the farms of the clever. Tortoise accepted, thanked his friend and went home. That day and the next
few days, Tortoise and his family fed heavily. They usually prepared more than enough food and so always threw
away the excess when they had eaten to their fill.
The food soon got finished and Tortoise went to Pig again and pleaded for more food. Pig gave and Tortoise
exhausted it as usual and came back to him for more. Pig gave. The same thing continued repeating itself until
Pig’s stock of food was almost completely exhausted.
Pig was already out of patience with Tortoise. When Tortoise came again for more food, Pig refused.
Tortoise convinced Pig into believing that he was merely lending the food to him and that he, Tortoise, was to
travel to a distant land from where he would bring back a lot of food and thus pay back the loan. Pig accepted and
lent seven bags of beans to Tortoise.
After some time, Tortoise stopped visiting Pig. He hid himself in his bedroom all day long. He used a pot for
his toilet and his wife emptied it whenever it was full. He instructed her to inform Pig that he had gone on the
journey that he told him about. Pig’s stock of food got exhausted. He hoped to replenish it when Tortoise returned
from his journey. He waited and waited for Tortoise to return and settle his debt but Tortoise never showed up.
Every day, Pig came to Tortoise’s house to find out if he was back from his journey. He came and came and came
but never saw Tortoise.
He got tired of coming and he stopped. For a very long time, Pig never came to Tortoise’s home again. Tortoise
and his wife thought that Pig had surrendered and forgotten what Tortoise owed to him. Tortoise began moving
freely but was limited within the confines of his compound for fear of meeting his creditors.
One day, Pig learnt that a traveler had been killed in a distant land. He was terribly afraid that it might be his
friend Tortoise. He immediately went to Tortoise’s house to find out When he arrived at the house, he heard
Tortoise and his wife shelling groundnuts and chatting happily.
“Oh my friend! You have returned!” shouted Pig in great joy.
Tortoise hadn’t the chance to hide. Pig was very happy that it was not his friend who had been killed.
“How was your journey?” he asked Tortoise.
“It was wonderful! My cargo is still coming behind. As soon as it arrives, I shall let you know,” Tortoise told
Pig.
Pig returned to his house happily hoping that very soon, Tortoise, his very good friend would furnish him with
a lot of food.
One day passed, two days passed, three days passed and days continued passing and passing and passing and
no message came from Tortoise. Hunger was pressing hard on Pig and his family. He got tired of waiting and
became angry. He jumped up in anger, woop! and moved straight to Tortoise’s house.
“You don’t want to pay back my seven bags of beans?” whimpered Pig to Tortoise.
“Please! Stop disturbing the peace of my house. You keep on coming to my house every day as if you have no
work to do. If you have no work to do, please know that I always have work to do. Don’t come to my house every
day to disturb me and spread your jiggers in my compound. Wait for me in your house. I shall come and pay back
your few bags of rotten beans after a week,” Tortoise said to Pig in an angry tone.
Pig was shocked. He could not believe that his very good friend, Tortoise, whom he had helped on many
occasions could talk to him in such a manner. Pig put his fingers on his lips with the thumb supporting his chin.
He stood speechless for a very long time looking at Tortoise.
“Well! Thank you Massa.\fn{A corruption of the English word “Master.” } If you fail to pay back my rotten beans as
promised, then we shall see!” Pig said to Tortoise in a threatening tone.
Tortoise knew that things were going to get red if he failed to pay back Pig’s loan.
The time promised by Tortoise came and passed without him fulfilling his promise to Pig. He knew that things
were going to get hot on him when Pig returned. Since his house was situated at the peak of a hill, he enjoyed the
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advantage of seeing anybody coming to his house. Suspecting that Pig could come at any time, he passed his days
looking at the only road climbing up the hill to his house. When he saw Pig climbing up the road, he quickly gave
instructions to his wife, Mrs. Tortoise:
“Pig is coming! I shall lie as still as a stone. You can use my rough back for grinding. When he comes and says
anything to you, don’t answer him. Ignore him and only busy yourself grinding your spices. If he gets angry and
does anything to you, fall down and weep out loud ceaselessly. Then I shall know what to do.”
As usual, she strictly followed his orders.
Soon, Pig stormed into Tortoise’s compound fuming with anger, with eyes as red as blood. He saw Mrs.
Tortoise grinding spices in front of the house. He greeted her but she did not answer. He asked her where her
husband was, but she uttered no word. Pig asked a series of questions but Mrs. Tortoise ignored him and only
busied herself grinding her spices and singing.
Pig lost control of his anger and seized her grinding stone which he flung into the bush. A spear thrown in
anger never hits the target. Mrs. Tortoise fell down as her husband had instructed her to do and wept aloud
without ceasing. Tortoise happily stretched himself out of his shell. He put on a grin on his face and rushed into
his compound. He asked his wife what was the matter and she only continued weeping and pointing at Pig.
“Wa—wa—wa, Pig has wa—wa—thrown away my grinding stone,” she managed to say in the midst of
weeping.
As soon as Pig saw Tortoise, he rushed at him and asked him to settle his debt there and then.
“I was just about to come and settle my debt today. But since you have thrown away my wife’s grinding stone,
I shall only settle it when you bring her grinding stone back from the bush,” said Tortoise to Pig.
On hearing this, Pig immediately jumped into the bush and started searching for Mrs. Tortoise’s grinding stone.
When he could not find it, he started digging up the earth in the hope of finding the mysterious grinding stone.
Till today, Pig is still digging the earth in search of Mrs. Tortoise’s grinding stone.
That is why Pigs dig the earth.
105.13. Lion Is My Horse: A Folktale\fn{told by Asamahou Ndouyou (1929- )} from M’bankim, Mayo-Banyo
Department, Adamaoua Region, Cameroon (M) 1
Hare went to a nearby market and entered a liquor house full of people. He too settled down for a sip and having taken enough drinks, he called for silence:
“Who amongst you can make Lion serve him? As for me, I can do that with ease.” The people argued:
“Are you crazy to say you can make Lion serve you?”
“Wa! Lion is my horse!”
Then Hare told them how he could ride Lion like a horse right to the market for them to see. When the market
closed, Antelope decided to pass by Lion’s home and report this blasphemy by Hare. When he arrived at Lion’s
home, he said: “Hakila!”\n{“How are you doing?” in Hausa.}
Lion answered and he entered. When Lion asked him if he spent his time at the market well, Antelope
answered, “Muu,”\fn{A respectful way of answer to a king in the Tikar language.} then he added that Hare blasphemed him
in the market place. Since it was treason, he wanted the king to hear of it “now.”
“What is the matter?” asked Lion.
“Hare declared in public that he could ride his highness like a horse, and cause foam to come out from his
mouth.”
“Me?” Lion asked in anger.
“Muu,” Antelope replied.
“Me?” repeated Lion.
“Muu,” Antelope replied.
“Hare will hold his bag in the house tomorrow morning while I hold mine outside his door,” Lion said, getting
worked up.
Antelope departed, but before reaching home he passed by Hare’s home to tell him about king Lion’s arrival
the following morning.
Hare kept quiet.
At midnight Hare took a banana rope, tied it to his waist, and attached a piece of cloth to it which he passed in
between his legs to the rope again thus covering his genitals and buttocks. He asked his wife to rub him all over
with wood ash. At dawn, he lay on the little bed by a glowing fire, groaning. Soon Lion arrived.
“Hare!” called the Lion.
“Muu,” answered Hare.\fn{The informant intones feverishly, like a dying person.}
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“Here I am. What did you say yesterday at the market place? I verify things before taking action. So stand up
and let’s go.” Hare said:
“Oh! Son of the King, today makes two months since I have not even eaten “pap” because of illness.” He
further said that in his present state, he wandered what took him to the market, let alone boasting about
impossibilities … was Lion not lucky to have met him alive?
“We must go and verify the allegation!” Lion ordered. Hare said:
“Oh! oh! Son of the King! It is impossible for me to walk upright and there is nothing to lean on. If the son of
the king does not mind it, let me lean on him.”
After a few steps Hare fell down. He proved too weak and begged if Lion could carry him on his back, they
would be able to get there on time. Lion thus flattered, accepted. Hare said he was too dirty, and needed a piece of
cloth to put on Lion’s back so as not to dirty Lion. Lion accepted the proposal and Hare’s wife brought some
horse clothes and a saddle and put them on Lion’s back.
“As the King’s son is known to travel fast, I may fall off unnoticed. It were better to put a metal in his mouth
for I to pull it whenever he is on top speed,” Hare pretended to beg.
Lion accepted and Hare got a horse cane too, pretending to use it to poke Lion with it to indicate that Lion
wasn’t going fast enough. They set off for the market square moving at a fairly normal speed. When they got near
the market square, Hare whipped Lion so fiercely that the latter, mad with rage, ran right across the market place,
carrying a triumphant Hare on his back, much to Lion’s displeasure.
Lion has since lived in the jungle, out of shame.
1920
45.14 Excerpt from The Old Man And The Medal\fn{by Ferdinand Leopold Oyono (1929- )} Ngoulemakong, nr.
Ebolowa, Emvila Department, South Region, Cameroon (M) 7
That morning, two streams, four villages, three forests and three rivers away from Doum in the little village
where Kelara was born at the foot of a banana palm during a peal of thunder, her brother Engamba was just
finishing his breakfast. It consisted of two very crisp maize cakes, cucumber paste and a scrap of left-over viper,
cooked to perfection. His khaki colored dog watched him eat, keeping as far as he could out of the range of his
master’s kick. His master had thrown him a few burnt crusts, but when he came on to the piece of viper, all red
with palm oil, Djoltan, the dog, knew from the look in his master’s eye that he would never get the opportunity to
swallow the least fibre of the snake meat. Still, he was proceeding with a strange gymnastic exercise of his head.
It went down when his master’s hand was in the plate, then it gradually, rose following the lifting of Engamba’s
hand up to his mouth. The journey of each fragment of viper was thus repeated twice over. When Engamba licked
his fingers, the dog went off towards the hearth.
“What a greedy dog!” said Engamba between two belches. He raised his arm and pointed towards the bamboo
dresser where there was a slop pail which had now been put to a less humble use.
His wife who was moving about in the house gave a little groan and went over submissively to the dresser,
picked up a calabash which had been shaped to serve as a cup and dipped it into the pail. She came back, her hand
dripping with water up to the wrist, holding the tropical cup between her thumb and finger. She walked with small
steps keeping the hand holding the cup straight out in front of her.
Her husband watched her coming without seeing her. He took the calabash-cup between his coarse hands and
emptied it with three gurgling sounds in time with the to and fro movement of his Adam’s apple. His wife waited
until he had finished. He held out the cup for her and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
He belched again, this time scratching his belly with his little finger. This was the sign that he had eaten well.
“Bieng didn’t make a very fair division of the viper, he only sent me enough for a mouthful,” Engamba
muttered to himself.
“You have only yourself to blame,” his wife told him. “Since you saw the viper first you should have got Bieng
to agree that you should do the sharing.”
“I don’t like losing friends over things like that,” said Engamba, getting to his feet.
His wife shook her head. These last words of Engamba did not seem to fit in with the way he had had his
breakfast. He had eaten near the door, almost behind the door itself. Every now and then he had leant over to
watch the village waking up.
*
The Christians were coming back from the hut which served as chapel, muffled up in cloths or blankets. Those
34

who had some relation in the town wore next to their skin an old overcoat or a dressing gown or some article of
nightwear, looking sadly out of place on these creatures festooned with holy medals, scapularies, rosaries and
sometimes a massive lead cross hanging from their necks by a cord of rattan fibre. They crossed the courtyard,
loudly discussing the mysteries of the Church. When they glanced towards Engamba’s hut he hid behind the
raffia door. He knew them, these brethren of the blood and the spirit.
There was Mbogsi. They had been circumcized together. Mbogsi’s younger brother had gone to Spanish
Guinea.\fn{Now Equitorial Guinea.} He had only been away two years and he had already sent him an old overcoat, a
pith-helmet and an alarm clock. Mbogsi put the old overcoat on every morning to go to chapel. He had only worn
the pith-helmet once. That was when he went to propose to the lady who was President of the Association of Saint
Anne in the village, an old tape-worm with a head like a bat’s.
After twenty years squatting on his heels in front of Engamba to share his meals Mbogsi decided to get
married so he wouldn’t have to keep on confessing to the priest before all the major feasts his everlasting sin of
“impure thoughts.” The ancient President of the Association of Saint Anne, who already had swellings from old
age behind her ears and on the back of her neck and had lost her incisors, refused him and Mbogsi found comfort
in the sterile commentaries of the Simplified Bible which he carried everywhere he went.
As he passed in front of Engamba’s house, the expressions which followed each other across his face bore
witness to the efforts he was making to understand why Jesus Christ could not have been called by any names
except those two. As he passed, Engamba huddled himself completely out of sight behind the door.
“So long as he does not drag his big heels into here,” he stopped chewing, to say to himself.
Mbogsi hesitated for a moment, then after he had taken one step to the right and another to the left he had gone
into the hut opposite to Engamba’s where bananas were being pounded—a sure sign that breakfast was ready.
Now the plate was empty Engamba went out onto the verandah. He pushed his fingers into the raffia roof to
find a splinter of bamboo to pick the scraps of meat out from between his teeth. He returned the greetings of the
late-comers straggling back from church some way behind the earlier more exuberant groups. He took the
splinters of bamboo out of his mouth. Reddish saliva shot out like water from a force-pump and just missed going
over the colored feathers of two ducks who were quarreling nearby over a millepede.
*
There was a noise from the other end of the village. Engamba came out into the yard. His wife stood in the
doorway. Mbogsi came out of the house opposite with a bit of bone between his teeth.
The whole village was now on its feet. They were calling from hut to hut. A man came across the yard. His
trouser legs were rolled up to the thighs and he had a pair of white shoes tied by the laces and hanging from a
stick carried over his left shoulder like a rifle. The coating of ochre dust that stained his khaki trousers and the
bundle of stockflsh he had under his arm showed he was coming back from the town.
He came as if there were someone after him, with the rolling gait which is reminiscent of a belly-dance.
“Do you bring bad news?” he was asked. “Who is dead?”
He shook his head to deny this and walked even faster. When he saw Engamba he went to him and introduced
himself:
“Nkolo Mendo, son of Mendo and of Nkolo of Ngolman.”
“I know, I know,” said Engamba, indicating his hut. “Come in, my hut is your own.”
The man went in first. Engamba's wife stood aside to let him pass. The stranger went towards the dresser, filled
the cup with water and began to lap it like a dog. He gave a sign of satisfaction and looked round for a place to sit.
He sat down on one of the two bamboo beds, put his bundle of stock-fish on to the floor and, beside it, his stick
and his canvas shoes. He brushed his hand across his lips.
“Now what have you inside you?” Engamba demanded breathlessly.
The man pretended he had not heard. His face became serious and at the same time took on a mysterious
expression. He drew the bundle of stock-fish in between his legs, then he tied and untied the laces of the canvas
shoes.
Meanwhile Engamba’s hut was visibly filling up. The chatter of the villagers ceased abruptly at the threshold,
as soon as the soles of their feet touched the dust of Engamba’s hut and their eyes were fixed on the lips of Nkolo
Mendo. When there was no more room, even for poor Djoltan who had been driven out with kicks from every
side, the stranger who until then had been staring fixedly at his bundle of stock-fish, raised his head towards
Engamba. Engamba turned his head first one way then the other round his shoulders, looked behind him, then
faced up to the placid features of Nkolo with resignation.
“Our ears are strained towards you,” said Mbogsi looking round for approval from the crowd.
Heads nodded backwards and forwards. He went on, reassured:
“Engamba, he is all of us. Nothing can concern him alone, his sorrow, his joys”—then looking over to Amalia,
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Engamba’s wife—“his wife … belong to us all.”
“That is very true,” someone put in.
The stranger stroked his thick lower lip and nodded his approval to Mbogsi. He pulled out an old camphor
bottle. He. uncorked it and took a pinch of chestnut-colored powder and pushed it as far as he could up his nostrils
which were as black and as hairy as a gorilla hide. His eyes filled with tears but with a sharp toss of his head he
forced them back and offered the open bottle to Mbogsi. He rubbed the end of his nose with the back of his free
hand. When Mbogsi had helped himself he passed the bottle on to his neighbor who passed it on to the next man.
“This tobacco snuff is really something! It’s a long time since I took a tobacco like it,” said Mbogsi, pinching
his nose.
“It’s given my brain a good airing,” insisted someone else. “My toothache has gone.”
The stranger bobbed up and slipped the bottle into the back pocket of his trousers. He was taking his time,
more than his time, so that he could keep Engamba and his friends in suspense.
“Is the Chief here among you?” he asked.
This question caused some panic. Mbogsi who for twenty years had not been able to sit down except by
crouching on his heels, let his buttocks drop heavily on to the ground. He looked at Engamba who shrugged.
“Does it matter all that much?” he asked the stranger.
“Yes and no,” he said. “I have a reason for asking.”
Engamba got up and went over to the center of the hut.
“Things are as they are, some one is responsible for them and they go the way they ought to go,” he said.
He leant against the single pole that supported the raffia roof and went on talking without saying anything.
“If the Ghosts mutter it will rain in the night. If I tell you to speak quietly, isn’t it because there is an enemy
there?”
“Yeeeeeeeeeee!” answered thirty hoarse voices gathered in Engamba’s hut.
“Engamba has spoke the truth,” said someone.
“Yes, those are the words of a man of ripe judgement,” said another.
Engamba went back to his seat. Mbogsi wanted to take his place at the hut pole.
“Sit down,” someone interrupted. “What kind of man of ripe judgement are you? Whenever you hear drumming, you hurry along to feasts where you haven’t been invited. Are you going to be a glutton for speeches as
well?”
“Engamba is my brother,”Mbogsi said, “because we have the same maternal family, his mother and my mother
both came from the Banes tribe. Anything that concerns him concerns me as well, we have the same blood and I
can speak for his mouth. Tell me, have I ever eaten at your house, eh? Have I?”he shouted.
“If anyone has got to be thrown out, it should be you!” he shouted at a fellow with a skull which had been
completely stripped of hair by mange and old age.
“Be quiet,” roared Engamba coming back again to the hut pole. “Don’t you start your witchcraft in here. The
stranger has a piece of news for me. We don’t know what it is yet and yet you start all this nonsense! What is the
village coming to?”
Engamba went back to his seat. A murmur of approval followed him.
“Stranger, it is your turn to speak,” someone said.
“It is my turn,” said Nkolo, rising to his feet. Then after a pause he went on:
*
“Things are as they are.
“Yesterday I walked under the beating sun and I braved the spirits all through the night to bring you the news
that I still carry inside me. It is then useless for you to give me my turn to speak. I come from Doum and what I
have seen and heard there cannot be told.
“I had gone there to sell a few beans of cocoa. My future parents-in-law had asked me for a bundle of stockfish so that I could marry their daughter according to civil rights. I have already given them thirty thousand
francs, a case of beer, a pith-helmet, a sack of salt, three machetes, three sheep, a water bucket, a cast-iron cooking pot, and a sack of rice. All that was left was the stock-fish.
“Well I went off to sell cocoa beans to the Greeks who are always robbing us. When I got to Doum I could feel
it wasn’t the usual atmosphere. Everyone I saw seemed to be waiting for something. The convicts were sweeping
the streets and setting up arches of palms at the crossroads.
“Lorry after lorry full of soldiers with rifles went speeding through the town towards the Commandant’s office,
you know those soldiers who came from Gabon, they are black as the bottom of a pot and their heads are the same
shape as a ram’s scrotum and their teeth are like the teeth of a saw. Bayonettes were shining at the ends of their
rifles.
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“There were also white soldiers—now you’ve never seen soldiers who are white!”
“A war, a war! A war has started,” moaned Mbogsi. “A war has started. I knew the Germans weren’t going to
let themselves be beaten as easily as that …”
He said all this without a pause for breath, waving his long arms about. Everyone watched him, horrified by
his words which were quite enough to turn over the stomachs of these unwarlike farmers of Zourian.
“That’s just what I thought at first,” said the stranger. Everyone shifted. They had had a nasty scare.
“That’s just what I thought at first,” he repeated. “Well, there is no need to worry about that. The truth is that
all Doum is in a stir because the Chief of the Whites, not the one at Timba but the one that lives in Paris, is
coming himself, himself—and not his ghost, not his second-in-command, not his double. He’s coming to Doum to
give a medal to—”
“Meka!” shouted Engamba, “Meka, my brother-in-law, that’s it, isn’t it? I knew it! Last night I dreamt I was
bigger than an elephant.”
He clasped the stranger in his arms, then pushed him away at arm’s length to look at him, then flung his arms
round him. Amalia gave out the most piercing shriek of joy she could manage, rolling her body about as she did
so. Underneath her flat bosom her dress billowed out and subsided as her breasts which must have been resting on
her belly were flung wildly about.
Outside other “sirens” started to call in reply. She rushed out of the hut and began dancing by herself in the
yard. She was soon surrounded by “sirens” who gathered from every direction, out of the smoky huts, from one
end of the village to the other, from the thousands of paths which criss-cross the bush behind the huts in the
villages and lead to the river or to the fields.
The men were still inside with Engamba and the stranger.
“Your brother-in-law,” he began when there was calm again, “Your brother-in-law is now as famous as the
Commandant at Doum. I am ashamed to say I didn’t know him. But when they told me that he had married a
woman from my part, I thought immediately of Kelara. I think she is the only woman from our part of the world
who has married anyone from near the town. Now that her husband is going to have a medal, she will become a
white woman.”
“Labor levies and all the other nuisances, they are all over for him,” said Engamba thoughtfully. “He has
certainly been lucky.”
“And you, here,” put in Mbogsi, “If anything happens to you, all you’ll have to do is to tell the Commandant
that you are the brother-in-law of the man the white Chief came to give a medal to.”
“Yes, that’s true,” said the stranger. “Your family, your friends, and your friends’ friends from now on will be
privileged people. All they will have to say is ‘I am the friend of a friend of Meka’s brother-in-law,’ and all doors
will be open to them. Even I myself feel a little touch of the medal’s been give to me—”
“And to us, and to us,” claimed all the rest. “We gave him Kelara as his wife!”
A gleam of envy shone in the eyes of Engamba’s friends. In their eyes he had suddenly taken on importance.
He seemed very happy at the fame which had fallen on him out of the skies. He had the whole story of what had
happened at Doum told to him over again.
“It is a pity that the 14th of July\fn{French Independence Day.} is the day after tomorrow. I could have gone to fetch
the kids that I am rearing thirty kilometres from here. I’ve got nothing to take my brother-in-law but my old goat,
the only animal I have left in the village.”
Someone promised him a chicken, someone else a duck, a third a bottle of palm wine.
“If they ever get round to giving them to me,” thought Engamba.
As he regretted having mentioned his old goat he also regretted that habitual lying was not a mortal sin. If it
were he could have been sure he would get the things he had been promised.
*
When the villagers found that the stranger had nothing else to tell them of interest they went off one by one
until soon Engamba was left alone with Nkolo. He offered him a little cured elephant meat and some cassava.
Amalia wrapped it all up in a banana leaf. Nkolo undid his bundle of stock-fish and slipped in the parcel which he
was offered. He did up the knot of his bundle and then he balanced it on his head. Engamba went with him to the
far end of the village by the bank of the river which marked the end of his tribe and the beginning of the
Yemeyemas to which Nkolo belonged.
“A friend is worth more than a brother,” said Engamba when the time came to part. “My hut will always be
open to you and whenever your way passes in front of my verandah you will stop there for something to eat or to
shelter from the heat of the sun if I am not there.”
“I have met more than a brother,” said Nkolo bringing down his bundle of stock-fish onto his shoulder. “If
your feet ever bring you to Ngolman you would drink good palm wine and the wine in its turn would drink you.
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My third wife has a lively style, she would warm your back.”
They shook hands. Engamba watched Nkolo go off with his rolling walk. He trembled a little as he watched
him tottering on the single plank laid across the little river. But nothing went wrong. When Nkolo reached the
other side they waved their arms again.
“May God keep you!” shouted Nkolo.
“And go with you in peace!” replied Engamba.
*
Engamba came back to the village. He walked at first deep in thought staring down at the turf where the path
twisted and turned. Then he looked back. The bush on the other side of the river had swallowed up Nkolo. He felt
a little tug at his heart.
He shrugged his shoulders. It was the gesture he usually made to stop himself becoming sentimental. He did
not know Nkolo in particular but he knew that all the people of Ngolman were his friends. He was sorry he had
not asked Nkolo to stay the night but he reflected that Nkolo, who was a polygamist, would not have been happy
all alone on the other bamboo bed where Djoltan slept.
He thought of Amalia his wife.
With her, he had embraced Catholicism.
His forehead creased with a sadness he could not define. He remembered the good old days when he had
succeeded to his father. He had been rich then and they used to say in Zourian “as rich as Engamba.” When he
died his father had left him six young wives and his mother. In those days Kelara had breasts as big as lemons.
Engamba used to spend his day in the indaba hut, sitting between the legs of one of his wives, discussing one of
the thousand matters that go to make up the life of a polygamous African.
It was an easy life, full of leisure. All the competition and emulation among his wives worked solely to his
advantage. He never thought in those days that the whites and their religion could ever trouble his happiness. He
could remember the morning when the first white priest had come to Zourian. He talked about mortal sins, and
about paradise. They listened to him because there was nothing else to do. Things were different when he spoke
about Christian marriage. The women, who up to then had been straining at the leash like goats tied up to an old
worn post, made use of what he said to claim their liberty by being baptized.
Realizing the danger and the ridicule he was threatened with, Engamba put himself one move ahead by being
converted himself. Amalia was the only one of his wives who would agree to marry him in the church. On the day
they were married the priest talked about the operation of the Holy Spirit. He preached, red in the face, with his
eyes gleaming, of the triumph of the Roman Catholic Religion in that lost country where the grace of God was
taking its first steps in the heart of Engamba, the first of the pagans to be converted.
*
Nkolo had not had such bad luck. He already had five wives and was soon going to break the legs of the
antelope for the sixth time.
“The lucky devil!” burst out Engamba, lifting his arms up to the sky.
Immediately he thought of Meka. He was nearly as old. He had known Kelara when she was still at the age
when girls run naked. He had passed through Zourian on his way back from fetching part of what had been left
him by his elder sister.
At that time Engamba’s father was the most powerful man in Zourian. His indaba hut had been built right
across the courtyard so anyone taking the path that leads beyond Zourian would have to step over his legs
stretched out and propped up on the buttocks of one of his wives. Every stranger shared gourds of palm wine with
him which were fetched every morning by a slave. According to whether the stranger was powerful or weak he
made a friend of him or a slave.
When Meka passed through Zourian, Engamba’s father realized that this Mvema who came from Doum was a
man who had other men behind him. He was always ready to conciliate his equals. He called Kelara who was then
still a baby with a fat belly and had her set on Meka’s lap.
“There’s your wife,” he told him. “You can come and fetch her when she is ready.”
That was how Engamba became Meka’s brother-in-law. Now Meka was going to be given a medal and by
whom? By the Chief of all the whites!
In Engamba’s mind this meant the one who had beaten the Germans. A real chief he must be. He must have
known Meka or anyway heard about him. Meka was really somebody. His name had crossed sea after sea and had
come to the ear of the Chief of the whites who had decided to come himself and demonstrate his friendship.
Perhaps he was going to bring him a white wife and even bottles of Berger, the drink that was never sold to
natives.
“The lucky devil!” he shouted again lifting his arms up to the sky.
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Isn’t the friend of the chief something of a chief himself?
What a strange fate Meka was going to have! From the simple farmer he was going to become someone among
the white men. He would be the only African who could pass in front of the Commandant’s office without taking
off his pith-helniet. Instead of raising his hat in front of whites they would have to raise their hats in front of him.
“The lucky devil!” he shouted raising his arms up to the sky.
Suddenly Engamba felt happy. He hopped on one foot and came down on the other. His bones cracked. He put
his hands to his back, then he began to wag his head. He could not have felt more important than he did.
“It is my brother-in-law Meka! I am his brother-in-law! I am the brother-in-law of a man with a medal!”
He rolled his body.
*
“I take you by the foot,” shouted Mfomo whom he hadn’t noticed. Mfomo was almost entirely naked and had
his crossbow over his shoulder.
The words meant that he was full of admiration.
“I am just anticipating the festivities that are awaiting me at Doum,” Engamba replied. “It’s a pity I have got so
old. You can remember,” he said, “way back, when we were young you could dance for a whole week without
getting tired! Nowadays I can’t even climb a slope without feeling I am going to die.”
“It’s all this work and the craving for meat which makes us so old,” Mfomo said. “Anyway when are you
leaving for Doum?”
“The 14th of July is the day after tomorrow. I am leaving this evening then, when the sun becomes cooler. I
shall travel through the night. It’s hard to lead a goat while it is hot. I expect I shall come back after the festivities,
unless Kelara and her husband insists we stay longer.”
“You are lucky, you will be eating beef tomorrow,” Mfomo told him. “I’ve even forgotten what it tastes like.
Monkeys are becoming scarce. Soon I shall give up my crossbow.”
Engamba did not know what to say. He made a vague gesture and threw himself into Mfomo’s arms to say
goodbye to him. They embraced each other.
“May you have no misfortune!” Mfomo said, squeezing his arm.
“Thank you,” said Engamba with a quaver in his voice, squeezing his arm in return.
Their arms slid down to their forearms. They took hands, then they broke off. Mfomo like a huge ape
disappeared into a thicket. Engamba came out behind his hut.
*
The raffia crackled under the heat of the dog days at the end of the dry season, when all the farmers were out
of their huts early in the morning to hurry on with the sowing of their fields to have them finished before the small
rains came. A few neglected children were crying in the shade of the verandahs, a piece of banana in one hand, a
scrap of bone in the other. The goats huddled in the courtyard under the racks where the cocoa was drying and the
sunlight, checkered on their coats, made them look like panthers with horns.
Engamba blew his nose into an end of his cloth. He chased away a kid that was rubbing itself against the wall
of his hut, then he went inside.
Amalia was moving about the hut. She had put an enormous basket down in the middle of the floor. When
Engamba came in she had already filled it a quarter full with ground-nuts. Then she put in four hands of bananas,
what was left of the smoked elephant trunk, a few maize cakes, two bottles of palm wine, four pieces of sugar
cane, two oranges, and a few leaves of tobacco.
Djoltan, sitting on his hind legs, was watching her with an expression of astonishment. When his master came
in, he slunk under the bed.
“Why don’t you get on with catching the goat?” Amalia asked him.
Engamba whistled between his teeth with annoyance. His wife offered him a corncob. He called to Djoltan
who yapped with fear under the bed.
“Come out!” roared Engamba, snatching up the bed.
The dog rushed out into the courtyard.
Engamba went over to the drying rack where a good part of the village cattle was gathered. He drove them
away to see if his goat was there among them. The animals scattered.
There was no Ebogo. Ebogo was the name he had given the goat. It was white with a black beard and had
broken horns. It had been given to him when his godson, now a catechist, had got married about a day’s journey
from Zourian. So as to get it used to his hut Engamba had kept it for the first few days tied to the hut pole. When
Amalia had become tired of removing the animal’s dung and considered that it knew the house well enough, she
put it outside.
Ebogo thus had a longing for his master’s hut and never went beyond the verandah. At first Engamba was
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happy enough to find this goat had come to love him. He had given it this name, which was the name of a young
wife, the last of the series that he had inherited on the death of his father. This Ebogo who felt towards Engamba
as a mouse feels towards the cat had lived only for the day when the white priest would release her from the man
she hated.
Soon Ebogo the goat became a nuisance. Sometimes Engamba would find it ruminating on his bamboo bed. At
first he thought it was funny. Then one night his wife pushed him away and said he stank of goat. He sniffed his
own armpits while Ebogo waited, its eyes gleaming in the shadow. Engamba was out of bed like a madman and
hurled one of the hearth stones after Ebogo who did not wait for any more. Since then it had retired to the other
end of the village where it lived with Mfomo’s goats.
Engamba went up across the courtyard again calling Djoltan. The dog followed him at a respectful distance
like the wife of a chinaman. Engamba was calling Ebogo at the top of his voice.
An hour later he caught sight of the animal emerging from a cocoa-plantation in pursuit of nanny-goats.
Djoltan knew his duty and barred the goat’s path barking. Engamba threw down a few grains of maize but the
animal was in rut and did not even notice. The nanny-goats waited a little way off bleating. Engamba took a few
steps closer.
The goat charged through the gap between Djoltan and his master. Engamba swore, Djoltan barked. One dog,
then several responded to the call. Engamba was soon surrounded by a pack.
“Thank you Djoltan,” he said smiling at the dog.
Djoltan and his companions dashed off after the goat. Realizing the danger, the nanny-goats scattered in all
directions, leaving the male isolated. Soon the dogs saw Ebogo. He was standing his ground. Engamba watched
his back legs. He moved his arms forward while the goat was facing part of the pack of dogs. The husband of
Amalia took a step and grabbed the goat’s back legs. Ebogo began to kick and to bleat. Engamba held on. He
dragged the animal backwards to his hut. Djoltan and his companions snapped at its flanks. Amalia brought out
the rattan-fibre ropes. Ebogo was tied up by his master to the hut pole.
Engamba tried to get his breath back. He wiped his palm over his face. He drank a cup of water. Djoltan’s
tongue was hanging down between his legs. Ebogo had given up tugging at the rope and was quietly ruminating.
*
Amalia, bent under the basket she was carrying on her back, was in the middle of the courtyard, giving final
instructions to her neighbor Mengue.
“Every night you must open the door for the chickens,” she shouted.
“And don’t forget to buy me the naphthaline and an oxtail,” said Mengue.
“I won’t forget,” replied the other. “I’ll do everything as you would do it yourself.”
“What are you doing about Djoltan?” asked Mengue.
Amalia wriggled her behind so that the basket shifted further up her back. She whistled between her teeth with
annoyance. She turned her neck bent over with the weight as best she could towards where the dog was keeping
its distance from its master as he made his farewells.
When he heard his name the dog raised his ears and went toward his mistress.
“Aren’t you taking him with you?” asked Mengue.
“There are too many cars in the town,” said Amalia. “Whites don’t bother about animals like him. Couldn’t
you look after him?”
Mengue called the dog. Always submissive, it followed its new mistress.
Engamba standing with an assegai in his hand was making endless farewells. He moved away, went back to a
group of villagers gathered in the courtyard, moved off and then went back again.
“You must tell us everything when you get back,” Mbogsi said to him. “We shall only be living for you to
come back.”
“I say he will be eating with the Cruef of the whites,” said someone else. “Surely if he invites his brother-inlaw, he will tnvite him as well.”
A murmur of envy rose from the crowd.
Engamba squeezed all their arms. Everyone squeezed his, they pushed him away, he pushed them away one by
one. He went to untie Ebogo.
The shadow of the forest began to fill the courtyard. The evening parrots chattered high up in the sky as they
crossed the village.
Engamba with his assegai in one hand and the rope with the goat in the other wanted to stop once more to say
goodbye but the goat tugged at the rope. Engamba was pulled forward against his will. The first step he took
loosened his cloth which had got in between his buttocks and the slit at the back of his khaki jacket revealed the
huge panther tooth that he was wearing round his waist. …
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290.61 Excerpt from Cette Afrique-là!\fn{by Jean Ikelle-Matiba (1936-1984)} Sanaga-Maritime Department, Littoral
Province, Cameroon (F) 10
1
Je suis le premier enfant de mes parents. Ma mère dut attendre pendant dix ans avant de me concevoir. On la
disait stérile. C’était, a l’époque, une infamie qu’un ménage sans enfants. Vous étiez méprisé. Nulle considération
puisque votre lignée allait s’éteindre. La femme était la plus à plaindre. On la regardait toujours, dans ce cas,
comme une aventurière venue ruiner la famille de tel ou tel. Pour ma mère donc, après avoir trainé une exis tence
coupable, disait-on, elle était venue effacer le nom de Banag de notre arbre généalogique. On plaignait mon
grand-père. On croyait tout perdu.
Pour s’difier, ma mère alla consulter Ngambi (Dieu de l’venir). Il lui fut répondu qu’elle aurait son premier en fant huit ans après. Ma mère évidement fut déçue par une telle échéance. Elle disait:
—Bikôla n’a jamais raconté des histoires pour plaire. Son Ngambi dit toujours la vérité. Mais huit ans, c’est
très long quand même.
—Huit années de honte, huit années d’infamie, huit années sans repos, vais-je pouvoir les vivre? J’ai perdu
jusqu’à ma dignité humaine. Je suis mise au ban de la société. Que faire, mon Dieu? Quelle horrible épreuve?
l'entendait-on répéter.
Elle rapporta la chose à mon père qui en fut navré. Il la gronda d’avoir agi de la sorte mais lui confia que,
Hilôlômbi étant puissant, elle devait être, sûre qu’ils auraient des enfants. Découragée, ne pouvant davantage sup porter son tourment, elle perdait confiance.
—Huit années de honte, huit années d’infamie, huit années d’ignominie, pourraí-je en atteincfre la fin, l’en tendait-on monologuer, qu’elle fût aux champs, à la case, au marigot ou chez les voisines. C’était devenu une
véritable obsession. Elle se mit à languir, à s’émacier … Elle, naguère, si fraîche, si belle et si jeune (elle avait
seize ans) devint pâle et solitaire. On ne la voyait point le visage sans lar mes. Elle ne sortait plus de sa case que la
nuit. Les habitants du village la regardaient d’un mauvais œil. La malédiction devait la suivre.
Mais mon père adorait son épouse. Il l’encourageait, l’exhortait à la patience, lui demandait de cesser ses
larmes et de moins s’occuper des histoires du village qui, bien souvent, ne durent que l’espace d’un instant.
*
Un jour que mon père rentrait de la forêt (la chasse avait été des plus fructueuses), il trouva ma mère dés espérée:
—Je suis malade, gémissait-elle, et je crois que ma fin approche. Je n’en puís plus! Kiléba m’a envoûtée. En
effet, l’autre jour, elle est venue devant ma porte frapper une pierre contre le sol en disant:
—Tu n’auras rien de bon en ce monde, fille damnée. Tu mourras miserable. Kipuhe, ma fille, aurait rendu
Bipun plus heureux. Tout ce qui devait nous revenir de droit, c’est toi, fille damnée, qui nous l’offres parcimonieusement. Tu n’auras point d’enfants. Et bientôt, on te chassera d’ici et nous pourrons enfin respirer librement.
Maudite sois-tu! Tu n’auras point de bonheur ici-bas. Et elle jeta la pierre dans la brousse.
… Le soir, je me sentis fatiguée. Puis suivit une forte fièvre. La nuit, une troupe de gnômes me tâtaient, me
battaient et m’enchaînaient. Le matin, je ne pouvais plus rien. J’étais condamnée. Dès lors je n’ai plus mis les
pieds dehors.
Et elle termina son récit par ces paroles angoissées:
—Kiléha m’en a toujours voulu. Pourtant je ne lui cherche aucun mal.
Découragé par l’état de sa femme, mon père alla voir Kiléba. Il lui fit une scène tapageuse et l’enjoignit de
désenchanter ma mère si elle n;avait pas besoin d’ennuis.
Prise de panique, Kiléba s’exécuta aussitôt. Elle retira la pierre du fond d’un buisson, la nettoya et la remit à
mon père en l’assurant que le mal était lavé et qu’il n’y avait plus rien à craindre. Elle ajouta simplement que ma
mère devait davantage l’aider puisqu’elle était seule et sans fils.
Ma mère se rasséréna enfin. Sa peur fut dissipée. Elle se rétablit aussitôt. Kiléba l’avait désenvoûtée. Mais elle
n’était pas apaisée pour autant. Les racontars des voisines la tourmentaient toujours. Elle entendait sans cesse
Bikôla lui déclarer:
—Il te faudra attendre huit ans.
Huit années de honte, d’ignominie et d’opprobre, en verrai-je la fin? ne cessait-elle de répéter. Mais il fallait
s’y résigner.
Mon père rentra le gibier. Comme de coutume, ma mère en distribua aux voisins, mais cette fois plus largement encore. Dès lors les relations s’améIiorèrent et la haine des unes et des autres se transforma en compassion.
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On se mit à plaindre sa jeunesse et son infortune. On allait jusqu’à oublier que ce n’était qu’une grande enfant …
La vie reprit son rythme normal. En saison sèche, ma mère cultivait son champ. La récolte était souvent abondante. La famille était en joie. Les années passaient très douces et très tranquilles puisque le ciel de mes parents
ne se ridait d’aucun nuage. Ils s’aimaient tendrement, mes parents. Mon père voyait en son épouse une martyre et
l’encourageait. Ma grandmère la gâtait, la conseillait et lui apprenait l’histoire de notre famille. Mais ma mère
était toujours obsédée par son idée fixe.
Des années et des années encore. Le temps fixé par Bikôla approchait. Ma mère était heureuse. Elle s’abandonnait à des confidences. Mais ma grandmère lui disait souvent:
—Il faudra un jour les confondre. Alors ils reculeront la tête basse. Et à quoi aura servi leur chantage?
Sept années s’étaient écoulées. Mes parents retournèrent chez Bikôla. Mon père, à cette occasion, lui réserva
un poulet et une tête de tabac. us trouvèrent le vieillard étendu dans une longue chaise, prisant du tabac.
—Entrez, mes enfants, leur dit-il. Je sais ce qui vous amène. Soyez tranquilles. Le ciel est juste.
Mes parents se regardèrent avec étonnement.
—C’est un génie, murmuraient-ils. Il connaît jusqu’à nos pensées intimes.
Ils oubliaient que sept années auparavant ils s’étaient présentés devant Bikôla qui leur avait indiqué un délai.
Après les politesses d’usage et la présentation des cadeaux, mes parents exposèrent le but de leur visite.
—Je ne le sais que trop, répartit Bikôla. Nous verrons ce que nous pouvons faire pour vous. Demain, je pourrai
définitivement vous fixer.
Ils rentrèrent un peu décontenancés et passèrent une nuit difficile.
*
Mes parents partis, Bikôla se retira dans son antre pour cette consultation particulière. C’était une pièce obscure où nul autre que lui ne pouvait s’introduire. On raconte qu’elle était toute noire et n’avait pas d’autre ouver ture que la petite porte par laquelle il s’engageait. Là était le laboratoire du praticien. Sous terre il y avait une
énorme tarentule, espèce de sibylle à sa façon, qui prédisait l’avenir. Bikôla avait dressé autour de sa cage une petite haie de bambou circulaire. Au fond du cercie un tas de coquilles d’huitres de différentes couleurs rempla-çant
les tarots.
Lorsque Bikôla y pénétrait, ils les disposait autour du trou de façon particulière et donnait à chaque tarot une
signification symbolique qui variait scion le cas.
Après certains rites très compliqués, il disait à la tarentule:
—Maintenant à l’œuvre. Annonce l’avenir.
Il sortait, refermait la porte et s’en allait. La nuit venue, Ngambi sortait du souterrain et marchait sur les tarots.
Le matin, Bikôla réapparaissait: les coquilles ne conservaient pas toutes, leur disposition de la veille. Certaines
avaient changé de place et de leur nouvelle disposition il déduisait l’avenir, étoffant ces révélations, comme tout
magicien qui se respecte, d’une foule de considérations personnelles.
Après la visite de mes parents, Bikôla eut une entrevue avec sa sibylle. Il disposa les tarots de façon habituelle
en les baptisant: fortune, progéniture abondante, conception imminente. Le matin, en entrant dans son cabinet, il
trouva les tarots couchés sur le dos. Il sourit. Ngambi lui avait révélé que mes parents seraient riches, qu’ils auraient beaucoup d’enfants, que ma mère devait bientôt concevoir.
Le matin venu, mes parents, aprés un rapide déjeuner, se rendirent chez le vieillard. Ils tremblaient d’impatíence. Leur cœur battait. Ils avaient peur. Ils se demandaient si c’en était fait d’eux. La sueur mouillait le front
de ma mère. Mon père avait du mal à lui donner courage et à contenir sa propre émotion. Chemin faisant, ma
mère entendit un coucou chanter à sa droite. Elle dit à mon père:
—Il se peut que nous ayons une bonne nouvelle, le coucou chante à ma droite.
Le chemin qui conduisait chez Bikôla était gai. La nature enchanteresse. Partout des arbres en fleurs, des
paysages chargés de fruits verts, des rideaux de montagnes fumant dans le brouillard du matin. Les graminées qui
poussaient sur les bords du sentier, courbées par la brise du matin, encombraient le passage; et mon père, ouvrant
la marche, les écartait au fur et à mesure pour que ma mère puisse avancer sans se faire de mal. Ainsi ils continuèrent leur route, causant et riant. Ils arrivèrent devant un cours d’eau. Le tronc d’arbre qui servait de passerelle,
mouillé par le brouillard, glissait. Mon père façonna deux longues cannes, pour ma mère et pour lui. Grâce à ces
perches, ils traversèrent la rivière sans difficulté. Son eau était claire et limpide. Au fond, on voyait courir des pe tits poissons. Le sable et les cailloux étincelants captivaient le regard. On avait envie de les admirer plus
longtemps.
Les animaux, attardés dans leurs courses matinales, avançaient le long du sentier. A la vue de l’homme, ils regagnaient le bois. Les singes santaient d’arbre en arbre. Les oiseaux du matin chantaient de toutes parts. Ils assistaient au réveil de la nature.
Mes parents gravissaient maintenant la colline. Ils entendirent le chant du coq, le bêlement des moutons.
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C’étaient les approches du village. Puis surgirent des toits de cases. La fumée en montait.
—Nous voici arrivés, mais Bikôla dort encore, se disaient-ils.
Des voisins les reçurent cordialement tout en leur demandant ce qui les obligeait à sortir si tôt. Des enfants,
tout nus, sortaient des cases. Les bébés étaient accrochés aux seins de leurs mères. Chez les hommes aussi, tout se
réveillait.
Arrivés chez le vieillard, ils trouvèrent la case fermée. L’écorce d’arbre qui servait de battant falisait corps
avec le cadre. Etait-il absent? Dormait-il encore? Nulle réponse. Brusquement, la porte s’ouvrit et Sugan, la compagne de Bikôla apparut. Elle poussa le battant qu’elle soutint par un morceau de bois.
—Bonjour jeunes gens, dit-elle à mes parents. Vous êtes bien pressés, à ce qu’il me paraît. Atten dez un peu.
Mon mari, sorti de bonne heure, ne tardera plus à rentrer. Et Sugan de leur offrir des sièges.
Enfin, Bikôla rentra, tout mouillé de rosée. Le soleil se levait déjà, ses rayons déchiraient le brouillard matinal.
Les montagnes, couvertes de brume, reprenaient leur vert sombre. La chaleur commença à se faire sentir. Le vieil lard les salua, posa sa matchette et sa calebasse de vin de palme à côté de lui, puis s’assit à son tour.
—Mes enfants, dit-il, j’ai consulté les oracles. Et comme je vous le disais hier, vous avez de la chance. Ngambi
n’a pas changé d’avis. La promesse d’il y a sept ans dolt s’accomplir. Dans un an, vous aurez la joie de caresser
votre premier enfant. Et puis, à ce qu’il me semble, vous en aurez plusieurs: quatre garçons et trois filles. Vous
serez riches. Vous aurez beaucoup de biens. Vous vivrez longtemps.
Et ils causèrent longuement avant de se séparer.
Dans la soirée mes parents retournèrent chez Bikôla et lui offrirent une chèvre, une tête de tabac et une cale basse de vin de palme. Le vieillard les couvrit de bénédictions.
*
C’était en saison sèche. Comme chaque année, mes parents s’occupaient des travaux champêtres. Le matin,
mon père, armé de la matchette, et ma mère, son panier sur la tête, s’en allaient cultiver la terre. Après les travaux
saisonniers, mon père parcourait la forêt. Mais cette fois la campagne fut des plus réussies.
Quelque temps après, ma mère comrnença à changer. Elle devint ravissante. Les premiers signes d’une
grossesse apparurent. Elle avait conçu. Ce fut une période heureuse pour mes parents. Comme de nouveaux
époux, ils connurent une nouvelle lune de miel. Ils se couchaient tôt, se réveillalent tard. Tout le monde en parlait
dans le pays. Les uns disaient évidemment que c’était une grossesse nerveuse. D’autres déclaraient que c’était la
consommation outrée de viande qui lui gonflait le ventre. Ceux-ci, qué c’était un manège pour confondre les
curieux. Ceux-là, qui étaient de ses amis, disaient simplement que le Ciel s’était souvenu d’elle et que sa honte
s’effacerait désormais.
Mon père l’entoura de soins délicats. Toute la famille, surprise par l’événement, s’employa à rendre ma mère
heureuse. Finis les durs travaux, les longues marches. Plus de collines à gravir, plus de lourds fardeaux à porter.
Sa nourriture était choisie. Sugan avait prescrit le menu: point de poissons sans écailles, du singe, du sanglier,
point de tabac.
Durant sa grossesse, ma mère suivit strictement les recommandations de Sugan. Kiléba la visitait journellement. Ma mère était presque toujours couchée. Elle faisait parfois une longue promenade pour maintenir sa forme.
Avec le mûrissement du sein, la situation se retourna. Maintenant on disait partout que Hilôlômbi veillait sur la
famille de Banag.
Les mois s’écoulaient vite. Un devin fut invite pour déterminer le sexe de l’enfant. Après consultation, il
déclara que ce serait un garçon.
*
Un soir, ma mère se sentit fatiguée. Elle envoya chercher Sugan, l’accoucheuse. Kiléba vint aussi. Les deux
honorables vieilles dames veillèrent longtemps auprès d’elle, étendue à côté du feu. Elles fumaient tranquillement
leurs pipes et parlaient d’accouchement. Ma mère avait de terribles douleurs. Elle criait, elle se demandait sí sa fin
s’approchait, si elle devait survivre. Vers le matin, elle accoucha d’un enfant, très gros, que Sugan reçut dans ses
mains et qui était un garçon, auquel on donna le nom de Mômha Bipun. J’étais né.
Je fus déposé sur une feuille de banane passée à la flamme. Sugan coupa le cordon ombilical, me plongea dans
une eau tiède. Des voisines accoururent. Elles organisèrent une danse en mon honneur. J’étais venu au monde.
Mes oreilles s’ouvrirent sur les chants des danseurs, donc sur la vieille Afrique. Tout le village vint admirer le
beau bébé que j’étais. Mon père apporta du vin de palme, des noix de kola et du tabac qu’il offrit à l’assistance.
Ma naissance fut saluée par la joie.
Neuf jours après ma naissance, je fus porté devant le patriarche pour être béni. Il en était ainsi de tous les premiers nés. Celui-ci, à ce qu’on m’a raconté, me baisa le front, me fit aspirer une poudre blanche qui devait me
rendre indomptable, me consacra, et dit à mon père:
—Cet enfant sera un des piliers de ce pays.
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Dans la soirée, une fête fut organisée. La nuit était douce et tranquille. La clarté de la lune hypnotisait les
paysans abandonnés à leurs plaisirs. Partout brillaient des feux. La fête continua jusqu’au matin. Selon l’usage,
chaque ancien devait me baiser le front en exprimant des souhaits d’avenir. Lorsque vint le tour de mon grandpère, il dit:
—Hiiôlômbi à exaucé ma prière. Je suis content d’avoir enfin un petit enfant. Maintenant je puis mourir tranquille.
Et, après m’avoir embrassé, il déclara, me fixant dans les yeux:
—Sois aussi vaillant que tes ancêtres, mon fils. Nous avons toujours tenu le gouvernail. Nous mourons à la
tâche. C’est pourquoi nul n’a pu, à ce jour, nous dépasser. Grâce à notre courage, nous avons autrefois conquis des
pays immenses. Il vous appartiendra de les sauvegarder, car, pour nous, l’heure du départ approche: nous devons
quitter la scène. Sois digne de nous.
Ces paroles de mon grand-père impressionnèrent beaucoup la foule. Les femmes chantèrent ses louanges, les
enfants improvisèrent des refrains en son honneur.
Soudain, le tambour cessa de battre. Les danseurs s’arrêtèrent. Le coq avait chanté. C’était le matin. Il fallait se
disperser. L’assistance unanime s’avança vers ma couche. Les uns et les autres me souhaitèrent bonne santé,
bonne chance et longue vie. J’entends encore ma mère me raconter la scène.
*
Ce n’est guère facile d’élever un tard-venu. Mes parents, craignant de me perdre, ne savaient de quels soins
m’entourer. Chaque matin, de fort bonne heure, ma mère se levait, faisait bouillir l’eau et me lavait. Et au cours de
mon bain, elle redressait mes petits membres en disant:
—Marche comme un coq. Vole comme un passereau. Saute comme un cabri. Cours comme un lièvre et mugis
comme un lion.
C’était par les mêmes paroles que Kimpém élevait Ngog Bilôn. Et nous sommes loin d’oublier ce qu’il fit.
Le bain terminé, ma mère me donnait le sein. Et lorsque j’avais têté pendant près d’une demiheure, on me
couchait dans mon berceau. A peine avais-je crié que ma mère se dépêchait de me prendre.
—Il a faim ton homme, lui répétait-on souvent.
Reprenant mon élan, je me gavais davantage de lait et bien souvent finissais par le vomir. En renant, je manifestais une telle aise de petit parvenu que le visiteur se mettait à rire.
Ma grand-mère disait souvent à sa belle-fille:
—Vois-tu que Mômha ne pleurait pas pour rien?
Je me développais à vue d’œil. A trois mois on m'en donnait cinq. On commença à me faire asseoir. Ma mère
m’installait entre ses deux pieds joints. Je me laissais faire d’abord, puis sentant la fraîcheur du sol me pénétrer, je
me mettais à crier. On me ramassait, me détendait, et je me mettais à têter. Après une semaine d’entraînement,
cette gymnastique commença à m’intéresser et je m’y laissais aller.
Mon père me façonna un «siège fixe». C’étaient des morceaux de rotin arc-boutés plantés à terre et formant un
fond carré. Assis à l’intérieur de ce carré, j’avais beau pleurer, comme on me savait en sécurité, personne ne se
dérangeait. Mes os se solidifiaient rapidement. A quatre mois, je m’asseyais de moi-même. A cinq, comme
j’aimais à suivre tout le monde, je me mis à ramper, ensuite à me tenir debout, d’abord à l’aide d’un soutien, puis
de moi-même. Mes progrès étonnaient.
A douze mois, je fis mes premiers pas. Comme je tombais souvent, un guide me fut confié. Appuyé sur son
bras, je gambadais à ses côtés comme un cabri. Ces efforts m’enchantaient, raconte-t-on. Je n’aimais plus rester
en place. Il fallait marcher, toujours marcher, et marcher davantage. Je parcourais le village. Fatigue, je m’endormais d’un sommeil de plomb.
Puis apparut une dent, puis une autre. Je cornmençais à dire «maman» d’abord, «papa» ensuite. Avec les
gamins de mon âge, je parcourais le village. Souvent, par manque de souffle et d’aplomb, je tombais et commençais à pleurer. Mes pleurs obligeaient mes compagnons à venir à mon secours. Ma dentition se développait rapidement. Je ne me nourrissais plus exclusivernent de lait, mais aussi d’œufs battus, de bananes pétries. Je trouvais
tout cela succulent. Je fus sevré à deux ans. Et dès lors commença une période difficile pour mon petit estomac. Je
n’ai jamais consommé autant de viande qu’à cc moment là.
J’allais souvent chez mes grands-parents. Mon grand-père aimait à m’entendre babiller. Cela lui faisait grand
plaisir. Il riait parfois d’un long rire. Quand j’avais ainsi bavardé, ma grand-mère m’apportait une écuelle chargée
de viande ou de poisson. Après le repas, au lieu de l’eau, pour boire, on me servait du vin. Au début, il me dégoûta. Mais l’habitude aidant, je le trouvai bon. J’en buvais parfois jusqu’à me faire tourner la tête. Mon
grand-père faisait alors apporter une peau de panthère sur laquelle je m’étendais. Je dormais ainsi parfois jusqu’au
matin.
*
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Les vêtements modernes étaient inconnus. Seuls les hommes et les femmes adultes couvraient leur nudité, de
façon toute relative d’ailleurs. Quant aux enfants, la question ne se posait pas. Ils se vautraient nus toute la
journée dans la poussière. Tête tondue, ils allaient et venaient, semant le désordre dans tout le village. C’étaient
d’insupportables gamins.
Nous n’échappions pas à la règle. On nous grondait, on nous rappelait à l’ordre. Cela ne faisait rien. Nous
n’avions que les jeux en tête.
A douze ans, il fallait circoncire les garçons. C’était, pour eux, une terrible épreuve. Ils avaient peur des souf frances et du sang coulant après l’opération. Ils avaient honte des moqueries des jeunes filles, car les incirconcis
passaient pour des esclaves. Ils n’avaient aucune dignité. Les anciens esclaves n’avaient pas le droit de se faire
circoncire. C’est par là qu’on les distinguait des hommes libres. Un incirconcis ne pouvait se marier qu’avec la
fille d’un serviteur.
Mais surtout, durant l’épreuve, il ne fallait pas pleurer. Rester stoïque, se dominer, surmonter sa souffrance,
telle était la règle.
J’avais près de douze ans, l’âge d’être circoncis. Les préparatifs furent somptuaires. Il en était de même de
toutes les familles. La circoncision avait lieu en saison sèche. On réunissait tous les gamins du même âge, ce qui
donnait parfois un effectif important. Evidemment ils ne venaient pas d’un seul lieu. C’était un grand jour. Chaque
famille avait son candidat. De sorte que le jour de l’opération la place était noire de monde.
*
Celle-ci avait lieu de bonne heure, à cause de la chaleur. En général tout le village assistait à la cérémonie. Les
spectateurs étaient nombreux. On se plaçait en amphithéâtre. Les jeunes filles, les plus pressées pour mieux ad mirer leurs futurs amants, occupaient les gradins. Les femmes étaient assises sur des bancs. Les hommes se
tenaient derrière les femmes. Les vieilles gens avaient une place réservée. Au milieu de la cour était placée une
pierre sur laquelle s’asseyaient les patients. Près de la pierre était creusé le trou où tombaient les prépuces. A côté
de la pierre, était placée une cuvette d’eau dans laquelle nageait une gerbe de fougères. L’opérateur était là, son
couteau à la main. A ses côtés se tenaient ses aides: quatre solides gaillards chargés, l’un de vous mouiller le visage par la gerbe de fougère, les autres de vous immobiliser afin de permettre à l’opérateur d’agir librement.
Arrivé au milieu de la place, le patient était pris et hissé sur la pierre. Deux aides écartaient ses cuisses et l’im mobilisaient. Un autre faisait tourner la tête vers la foule afin de l’empêcher de voir sa plaie. Le cou craquait. Cela
faisait mal. Mais il était interdit de crier. C’est alors que l’opérateur saisissait le membre entre le pouce, l’index et
le majeur, tirait la peau couvrant le gland et, avec l’ongle du pouce, marquait l’endroit où couper. Il laissait la
peau revenir à sa place ordinaire et observait de l’œil si la mesure était correcte. Les jeunes filles tremblaient.
L’assistance paraissait émue. Les gestes du patient étaient surveillés. En général il ne bronchait pas. Il restait impassible. L’opérateur sortait son couteau du fourreau. Il ressaisissait la peau, la tirait. Le patient crispait les orteils
au sol, serrait les dents, fermait les yeux. Au moment de descendre son couteau pour trancher, d’un geste, il faisait
signe à son aide de mouiller le visage. Un coup sur la tête, l’eau ruisselait sur le visage pen dant que la peau était
déjà saignante. Un bruit de sable et puis un capuchon en feuille de jonc, soutenu par une corde partant des deux
points de la base du cône pour entourer le bassin, le membre était bandé, la peau gisait dans le fossé. Le sang
coulait. L’opération était terminée. Les aides enlevaient le patient et l’emmenaient derrière la case où étaient préparés des feux de paille déjà fumants. Ils l’installaient près du feu, y laissant pendre le membre mutilé. Des sensations douloureuses, dues aux réflexes nerveux, le saisissaient. Les nerfs tenaient mal. Alors seulement il pouvait
crier. Des curieux accouraient et s’en moquaient. On disait que l’opération avait réussi, que le jeune homme était
viril. Des jeunes filles en étaient contentes. Rêvaient-elles déjà d’amour? Puis, toutes les cinq minutes, l’un aprés
l’autre arrivaient les autres patients. On les installait comme le premier. L'opération terminée, pendant qu’on enterrait le bouquet de fougère sous la pierre, la foule abandonnait le théâtre de l'opération pour les suivre. Chaque
assistant, en les regardant, commentait leurs gestes ou l’attitude des parents.
*
Donc, le jour de notre circoncision, nous étions vingt. Nous avions passé la nuit ensemble. De bonne heure,
nous fûmes réveillés. Nous prîmes un bain chaud. Un petit déjeuner fut servi. Le soleil s’était levé. La volaille ca quetait dans la cour. Les fernmes et les enfants. bavardaient. Des curieux nous épiaient. L’opérateur était déjà là.
Nous reconnùmes sa voix. Cela ne fut pas pour nous rassurer, bien au contraire. Nous avions peur. Mais brusquement la porte s’ouvrit: apparut un aide. Je fus appelé. Appuyé à son bras, je traversai une foule compacte. Au milieu de la place on me hissa sur la pierre. L’opération fut très rapide. Aucun geste. Aucun cri. J’étais resté calme.
Je fus conduit au feu de paille. Des sensations douloureuses me firent crier. L’opération avait réussi. Mes compagnons, un à un, vinrent me rejoindre. La foule aussi. Vers dix heures, nous fûmes internés.
Les visites étaient interdites. Ne pouvaient nous approcher que des jeunes filles encore pures et des vieillards.
Ainsi nous étions loin de toute corruption. A la guérison, nous avions très bonne mine.
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Je fis une pêche de reconnaissance à l’opérateur. Je lui offris, à cette occasion, un panier de poissons. Son
épouse, très contente, m’embrassa avec effusion.
Je me souviens encore de mes premières amours. C’était une de ces jeunes filles qui m’avaient choisi le jour de
hi circoncision. Bien des années s’étaient écoulées sans que nous nous revoyions. Un soir, je la rencontrai au
hasard d’un retour de la pêche. M’ayant reconnu, elle s’arrêta et me dit:
—Dis Mômha, te voilà bien fier au point d’oublier un cœur qui t’aime.
Je n’y comprenais rien. J’étais encore si jeune …
Mais plus tard, je l’aimai d’un grand amour. Je me souviens encore de mes rendez-vous à l’ombre du soir, les
jours du marché ou dans le bois … Je regrette toujours de l’avoir perdue.
2
Après ma circoncision, je menais toujours une existence heureuse et insouciante auprès de mes parents tout en
suivant mon cycle régulier d’initiations. Mon père m’emmenait souvent à la chasse. Là j’appris à tendre les
pièges, à forcer le gibier, à tirer à l’arc. Tout cela amusait le non-initié que j’étais. Que dis-je d’ailleurs? C’étaient
nos occupations majeures: cultiver et chasser. Nous cultivions la terre pour avoir notre pain. Nous chassions pour
ramener le gibier qu’on mangeait en famille. La vie était belle, notre pays admirable. Les troubles avaient cessé.
Les tribus s’étaient apaisées. Nous ne craignions rien qui pût menacer notre quiétude. Le soir, après les veillées et
les danses, le pays, paisiblenient, s’endormait. Ainsi nous égrenions nos jours.
*
Un soir, parcourant les concessions, nous entendîmes le messager du village sonner sa clochette en disant:
—Demain toute la population chez le patriarche de bonne heure.
La surprise fut générale. De tels appels étaient rares chez nous.
*
Le matin donc, les hommes se trouvèrent rassemblés chez le vieillard. Se levant péniblement de sa chaise,
Bahôm déclara:
—Je vous invite, hommes, pour vous faire part d’une nouvelle tragique. Suhe-Malôn m’annonce qu’il a capitulé après un dur combat, que son pays est maintenant conquis par des hommes blancs qui l’ont fait prison-nier. Ils
viennent, disent-ils, prendre le pays, l’administrer, le civiliser, en faire une patrie prospère, évidemment à leur
profit.
—Je n’ai pas besoin de l’homme blanc ici. Il ne nous apportera que division, haine et mépris. Donc, ici, et tout
de suite, prenons des mesures énergiques pour éloigner la menace. Rendons-nous dignes de la mémoire de nos
aïeux. Ce pays, nous l’avons conquis au prix de lourds sacrifices et de notre sang. L’abandonner à l’envahisseur,
c’est maudire la mémoire de nos pères. Tous, debout, et tout de suite, arme au poing, allez braves guerriers, chas sez l’ennemi.
L’assistance se dispersa. Chacun rentra dans sa case. Des émissaires furent envoyés aux régions limitrophes
demander des renforts. Ne restaient sur place que Bahôm et ses compagnons.
*
Ils causaient encore lorsqu’ils virent apparaître un groupe d’hommes blancs, traînant chevaux et armés de
fusils, suivis de noirs comprenant leur langue. Ils firent un salut militaire. Nous n'y comprenions rien, mais nous
fûmes obligeants à leur egard. Des sièges leur furent offerts. Ils s’installèrent après avoir attaché leurs chevaux à
des poteaux.
Ils se mirent tout de suite à nous parler du but de leur voyage et de leurs desseins, pour conclure que si nous
leur refusions l’accès vers l’intérieur, ils nous feraient céder par les armes.
Sans se laisser désemparer, Babôrn leur tint des propos pleins de défi. Il leur fit comprendre que nous n’avions
nullement besoin d’une telle aventure, puisque nous étions très heureux dans notre pays. Nous conquérir, c’était
nous réduire à la servitude. Puis il ajouta:
—Nous ne saurions vous donner accès vers l’intérieur, ni vous accueillir chez nous. Si vous insistez, nous nous
battrons.
Le conquérant ne se fit pas prier. Il rétorqua que si Babôm ne se rendait pas, il raserait le pays.
Les renforts dernandés étaient là. Des gens venaient de partout. Les uns, armés de lances et de boucliers, les
autres de fusils à pierre, d’autres encore d’arbalètes aux flèches empoisonnées, d’autres enfin de matraques, de
coupe-coupe, en un mot tout l’appareil guerrier de l’époque. Dans le bois, ayant rejoint leurs voisins, ils tinrent un
conseil de guerre, tracèrent le plan d’action et décidèrent l’attaque. Pendant qu’au village on parlementait, les
guerriers, dans le bois, prenaient les positions.
Il était déjà tard. L’entrevue n’avait pas abouti. Fatigués, les Blancs voulurent rentrer chez Sube-MaIôn pour y
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passer la nuit. Au milieu de la forêt, ils furent attaqués. Des flèches venaient de tous les côtés.
Surpris par ce spectacle, le conquérant donna l’ordre de résister. On ouvrit le feu sur l’inconnu. Des balles
volaient en sifflant. Des soldats tornbaient dans les deux camps. Tard dans la nuit, il réussit à se frayer passage
pour rentrer.
Le lendemain, il vint avec des troupes fraîches. Le combat reprit. Combat difficile parce que le conquérant ignorait le pays. Les habitants se cachaient soigneusement ou prenaient des positions favorables. Partout le sang
coulait. Mais Babôm restait irréductible. Ses hommes tenaient encore. Plus iI en tombait, plus il en venait. Les
rangs du conquérant s’éclaircissaient, ceux du patriarche aussi.
Enfin, ne voulant pas voir plus longtemps tomber la jeunesse, Babôm accepta la négociation qu’on lui propo sait. Chaque camp envoya des plénipotentiaires qui arrêtèrent les conditions d’occupation dont l’une des clauses
prévoyait la libération immédiate et sans délai des prisonniers tels que Sube-Malon. Après la signature du traité,
qui devait être plus tard foulé aux pieds, et de longs serrements de main en signe d’amitié, le Germain, content de
sa victoire, offrit vins, liqueurs, conserves, étoffes, armes, chaussures, sel, tabacs, bref tout ce qu’il avait d’objets
d’importation, tout en nous félicitant de notre courage. Il reçut en échange des ivoires, de l’ébène et de For. Le
commerce avait cornmencé.
Puis le chef de troupe nous parla des écoles, des dispensaires, de la religion chrétienne et de l’obéissance au
roi. Il venait, dit-il, conquérir le pays au nom du Kaiser, et entendait tenir sa promesse. Quant aux vieilles familles
locales, elles n’avaient rien à craindre. Leurs enfants iraient apprendre dans les écoles du kaiser en Allemagne. A
leur retour, ils occuperaient des places importantes dans l’administration du pays. La province serait pros père.
Partout des routes seraient construites. Des ponts franchiraient les cours d’eau. On irait d’un lieu à l’autre sans
perdre de temps, sans crainte d’être assailli par des brigands. Tout serait tranquille, et tous seraient heureux.
Ces paroles flattaient les niais. Ils oubliaient que c’est par de tels propos sonores qu’on enlève des empires.
Nous devions sortir de notre existence harmonisée pour entrer dans la vie policée et subir toutes les vexations de
ce régime.
Après son discours, le colonel, fier de son exploit, demanda un guide capable de le conduire et de pacifier les
populations. On me désigna. Je fus froissé … Je ne connaissais ni ces gens, ni ieur langue. Et, raison de plus, que
serais-je? Traître ou opportuniste. Jenne, je devais m’incliner. Je rejoignis la troupe. Nous avancions lentement,
par des routes très propres. Quelques contrées, à la seule nouvelle de notre arrivée, venaient, palme à la main,
nous accueillir. Nous gagnions leur sympathie et notre œuvre avançait. On me nourrissait de toutes les promesses
du monde. Je devais aller à Berlin, Iéna, Leipzig, Bonn, car mon colonel, grâce à moi, réussit sans la moindre dif ficulté à conquérir toute une province.
Mais aussi dans la plupart des contrées, foncièrement xénophobes, ce ne fut pas chose facile. L’Allemand dut
étaler son inhumanité. Je fus témoin de scènes d’une bestialité inouïe. Des actes terribles et cruels ont inutilement
ensanglanté notre pays pour la soif de conquète d’un prince orgueilleux. Des femmes enceintes étaient éventrées,
des jeunes gens egorges, d’autres hachés, des vieillards passaient au poteau d’exécution. Tous ceux qui étaient
l’espoir du pays périssaient. Mais le cupide conquérant n’arrêta point sa marche. Il avançait toujours vers l’intérieur. Il croisa le nomade du désert, salua le beau soleil des steppes verdoyantes et atteignit un pays immense,
baigné par un fleuve qui se jetait dans un lac. Là, tout fier, il put dire:
—C’est ici le terme de mon voyage. Tout ce territoire conquis est un fief du Kaiser. Je le lui offrirai pour son
anniversaire.
Que de poignées de mains, de souhaits et de promesses! Je serais devenu une puissante personnalité si la
guerre n’était venue bouleverser les empires et la face du monde …
*
Le pays conquis, il fallait le faire reconnaître par les voisins, lui donner une aire territoriale afin de pouvoir
l’administrer. Une organisation administrative fut mise sur pied. Mais elle était faite pour le seul intérêt de l’occupant, c’est-à-dire de certains monopoles coloniaux. Il créa des résidences, pour les régions riches, des districts
pour les pays de moindre importance. Tout cela facilitait son œuvre ainsi que l’exploitation des richesses. Ces di visions, parfois artificielles, ont servi à créer des unités économiques, utiles à l’aménagement du territoire. La
délimitation des provinces fut un scandale et c’est l’origine du problème des minorités ethniques—qui a occupé
une place très importante dans les annales coloniales—et de beaucoup de frustrations. Certaines minorités, au lieu
de connaître une évolution normale, ont été polarisées par la question du retour à la tribu d’origine qui, seule, pouvait les réintégrer puisque, en général, elles étaient considérées comme sous-produits par ailleurs. Des gens parlant la même langue, ayant le méme passé historique, les mêmes ancêtres, les mémes coutumes, devaient être séparés pour jamais. Le résultat c’est que la, plupart des provinces actuelles ont des populations hétérogènes, chose
très heureuse pour la formation d’une conscience nationale, dès lors que le brassage inter -tribal a été poussé à
fond.
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Cette œuvre devait se compléter par une administration autochtone. Il y a là un phénomène intéressant à
étudier. Le colonisateur ayant conquis le pays par les armes, bien que maître, pour durer, désirait s’assurer certains concours locaux qui devaient faciliter sa pénétration en lui apportant des cœurs et en se faisant ses agents de
propagande. L’histoire de cette administration est à écrire car elle est riche d’enseignements. On créa done des
chefferies. Cette nouvelle institution a été trop controversée. Il nous faudrait, avant de continuer, en parler un peu.
Toute société, toute communauté humaines, comme toute communauté vivante, pour se maintenir, pour
évoluer en harmonie, a besoin d’une direction, d’un guide, d’une autorité. La fonction demeure la même, quel que
soit le mode d’élection, mais son acceptation, son efficacité sont fonction de l’approbation gênêrale, de l’unanimité. Les chefs du type colonial sont d’apparition récente. Notre société n’en a pas connu d’exemple. Ils n’étaient
pas désignés ou nommés, ils étaient élus. Dans notre société de la forêt, il n’y avait pas de monarque héréditaire.
Il y avait des anciens, des patriarches, c’est-à-dire les plus anciens du clan, de la tribu, issus des families ayant
pris une part active à la conquête du pays, et qu’on pouvait nommer des sages. Mais pour qu’ils accèdent à cette
fonction leur vie antérieure devait être un modèle, car ils incarnaient la connaissance, la science, la sagesse et les
divinités. Le mode d’élection ressemblait, à des degrés divers, à ce qui se passait dans les ré publiques athéniennes, avec la seule différence qu’il l’était au suffrage universel à deux degrés, car seuls les initiés, les guerriers et
les chefs de famille investis de la confiance populaire, sorte de grands électeurs, constituaient le collège qui élisait
le chef, c’est-à-dire l’ancien, au scrutin secret. Le nouvel élu se faisait consacrer devant l’assemblée de la tribu,
prêtait serment devant le peuple. Il avait pour première tâche de s’occuper des funérailles du défunt, cérémonie
très imposante, qui prenaient des jours et des jours. Ceci fait, il constituait son cabinet, car il était à la fois magistrat suprême, grand-prêtre et grand médecin. Mais ces fonctions étaient effectivement détenues par des ministres
qui travaillaient avec lui. Le régime fiscal était du ressort de l’assemblée de la tribu. Il disposait de tous les pouvoirs. Mais il n’en abusait pas, car il pouvait, dans ce cas, être déchu de ses fonctions. Cette descrip tion est trop
schématisée donc pas du tout satisfaisante. Nous ne pouvons pas aller plus loin car nous risquerions de sortir de
notre sujet. Or le conquérant n’avait ni le temps ni le désir d’étudier toute cette organisation. Il voulait agir vite.
D’où certains échecs.
Il y eut done de grosses difficultés à trouver des candidats. Les Blancs désiraient que, comme chez eux, des en fants de vieilles familles occupent ces places. Ceux-ci, par mépris de leurs méthodes, déclinèrent toutes ces offres,
car ils n’entendaient pas servir l’étranger. En attendant, le conquérant dut se contenter de ce ramassis d’hommes,
pour la plupart anciens esclaves, qui avalent, les premiers, répondu à leur appel. Ils en firent des chefs, donc le
pont entre l’autorité et l’administré. Comme attributs du pouvoir, il le dota d’un uniforme à lourdes épaulettes
rouges, d’un casque et d’une canne. Le chef pouvait ainsi se distinguer du peuple. La plupart de nos dirigeants
sortent des bas-fonds de la société; c’est pourquoi leur autorité est si insupportable, accumulant bévues, sottises et
maladroite insolence. Le chef devint un personnage immense, jouissant d’une liberté d’action étendue, tranchant
tout à sa guise quand ce n’était pas contraire aux intérêts de l’occupant et exigeait de nous une soumis-sion ab solue à la ioi. Il pouvait dès lors, sous n’importe quel prétexte, vous maltraiter comme il lui piaisait.
*
On a aujourd’hui tendance à affirmer que sans l’occupation européenne le Noir ne serait rien. Ces propos sont
à nuancer. Depuis la colonisation, l’opinion internationale a été trop mystifiée, car seul le colonisateur disposait
des moyens d’information. Pour ériger son mode de vie en système universel immuable, il a créé une littérature,
un style et même une éthique et c’est à travers ces clichés que nous sommes jugés. D’abord tout cela avait un but
commercial et en plus servait certains intérêts particuliers. Mais cet effort d’intoxication systématique a porte: le
colonisé a accepté sa nouvelle condition, baisse l’échine; il s’est dégradé, déphasé et s'est considéré comme un
sous-produit de l’humanité.
Si nous reprenons le problème dès le début, nous nous rendons compte que l’Afrique a eu des civilisations très
brillantes et qu’elle a beaucoup apporté à l’humanité. Mais c’est une loi de l’histoire qu’une civilisation naît,
s’épanouit, se degrade et disparaît, si elle ne s’enrichit pas. Nous avons été attaqués au moment de notre déclin,
d’abord par les Arabes, puis par les Blancs et dès lors la désorganisation de nos sociétés a suivi une pente raide.
Celle-ci commence dès le quatorzième siècle. Ce fut le début de la Traite des Noirs par les Arabes suivis, un siècle
plus tard, par les Blancs qui ont battu, là aussi, un record. Ainsi, pendant six siècles, des mil lions d’hommes qui
représentaient une culture, une force créatrice, furent vendus et l’Afrique devint un pays malade, appauvri, genre
de fruit mûr qu’il suffisait de cueillir à tout moment.
Et dès lors que nous avons un langage, que nous nous marions selon certaines règles, que nous en tretenons des
rapports économiques, que nous avons une science, une religion, un art, nous avons une culture. Et aucune cul ture, quelle que soit son épanouissement ne peut sortir de ce cadre. Mais une chose est intéressante à étudier alors
que nous avions une civilisation harmonisée, l’Occident a eu une civilisation stabilisée.
Chez nous, tout tenait à tout et il fallait tout envisager globalement., Dès lors qu’un maillon était enlevé, la
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chaîne ne se refermait plus. C’est pourquoi, malgré nos déboires, nous n’avons pas pu reprendre notre évolution.
Mais c’est la transformation des structures économico-sociales qui nous ont été imposées qui nous a donné le
coup de grâce. C’est d’ailleurs le propre des civilisations terriennes. Et il suffit de parcourir l’histoire pour s’en
convaincre. Le Moyen Age représente une civilisation harmonisée par excellence.
La civilisation stabilisée est un produit du rationalisme occidental. La pensée rationaliste a per mis à une certaine humanité de réaliser des progrès immenses dans tous les domaines. Mais cet éveil est recent. Il est né avec le
dix-huitième siècle, l’aube du monde moderne. D’abord une division du travail très poussée due à des nouvelles
relations du fait de la complexité des rapports sociatix, l’apparition de la machine qui facilitera la réalisa tion pratique des découvertes et permettra l’initative individuelle qui, à bien des égards, a beaucoup aidé en ce sens.
Même sous ces formes qui méconnaissent l’homme, cette civilisation a rendu de grands services à l’humanité.
Mais il ne faut pas oublier que ce sont les prolétaires, les Noirs et les Jaunes qui ont fait les frais de cette société
stabilisée. Ils ont fourni leurs muscles, leurs richesses et ont peiné pendant que l’on dansait la valse.
Pour nous reprendre, il est bien évident que le christianisme a rendu de grands services, mais il a été mal en seigné et doit être réétudié pour l’Afrique. La médecine et l’instruction aussi. Mais les importations européen-nes
nous ont fait souvent perdre notre propre culture. Nous avons un sens inné de la médecine. Nous guérissions les
maladies jusque là connues. Les maladies d’importation nous ont ravagés. Nous mourons aujourd’hui de pauvreté
car, sans argent, le médecin soigne rarement de façon efficace. Naguere encore, nous nous tirions fort bien d’af faire.
Faut-il faire la recette de nos possibilités médicales? C’est chose impossible pour une soirée. Nous en citerons
tout de même quelques-unes. Nous soignions la toux chronique connue sous le nom de tuberculose. On n’en
mourait qu’accidentellement. Elle n’était pas si virulente que la tuberculose d’importation qui nous décime à
présent. Nous guérissions la lèpre, la folie, l’épilepsie; la fracture quelle que soit sa gravité, ne durait pas une se maine. Nous avions des remèdes contre les maladies dont le traitement n’est pas encore découvert. Etions-nous
donc incapables de tout comme on nous le fait chaque jour sentir? Il est à noter que ce sont les marins portugais
qui ont introduit ici la plupart des maladies dont nous mourons à présent.
La puissante race de guerriers invincibles a disparu depuis la pénétration européenne. Je ne critique point leur
œuvre civilisatrice. Je rectifie une certaine tendance néfaste qui veut que sans le Blanc, le Noir ne vivrait pas.
C’est un mensonge monstrueux. Nous vivions peut-être mieux avant l'arrivée de ces étrangers.
Il fallait christianiser le pays avant de briser les dernières résistances. Que sont les religions? De bonnes insti tutions qui élèvent l’âme et rapprochent l’homme de Dieu. Elles lui promettent une existence sans pareille après la
mort. Cela nous était-il nécessaire? Ces religions, nous les avons si tard et si mal embrassées. Nous avions pourtant les nôtres. Elles avaient un but: l’harmonie sociale, c’est-à-dire empêcher le mal et favoriser le bien. Les crimes, les délits étaient proscrits de notre société. Le meurtrier était abattu, tout comme dans les lois mosaïques,
afin de freiner l’élan vers le crime. Nos rites, nos fétiches nous rendaient de grands services. Malade, nous consultions le devin. Il prescrivait un traitement tout comme un autre praticien. Cela ne contredisait Dieu en rien. Des
génies, intermédiaires entre les divinités éternelles et l’homme, nous protégaient contre les fléaux et les cataclysmes. Notre morale enseignait la droiture, l’honnêteté, la sincérité. Point d’hypocrisie, les religions nous l’ont
apprise. Nos habitudes et nos croyances ne gênaient personne. Assimilées au développement actuel des choses,
nous aurions fait des prodiges. Mais le conquérant n’en a pas tenu compte. L’homme n’avait la forme de l’hu maine condition que quand il était blanc.
Apparurent l’égoïsme, l’hypocrisie, le mensonge. La jalousie et le crime se développèrent. Délation et bassesse
devinrent des actions honorables.
Du point de vue social, il n’y avait pas de police, partant point de prison. C’était, j’ose dire, la continuation de
l’âge d’or.
La supériorité des Blancs vient de leur puissante industrie de destruction. Mais la force des armes n’a pas de
monopole. Elle passe d’un peuple à l’autre et ne suffit plus à elle seule pour dominer le monde. La foi devient
plus dangereuse que les armes. On peut tuer dix hommes, une centaine, des milliers, mais on ne tue pas les idées,
puisqu’elles sont dans l’homme.
*
Les religieux suivaient de près le conquerant quand ils ne le précédaient pas. Ils nous parlaient de Dieu, Créa teur de l’univers, de Jésus-Christ, le Sauveur du Monde et de la Croix du Calvaire. Nous n’y comprenions rien.
Nous connaissions Hilôlômbi, Etre Suprême, ayant créé le ciel et la terre, vengeur des opprimés et reparateur des
injustices. Quant à Jésus-Christ, cela nous semblait un mythe. Nous nous en moquions. Les religieux devaient
donc user de patience et avancer lentement.
Chez Malôn ma Nyuma, ils furent très bien reçus. Mais dès qu’ils soulevèrent la question de la conversion, le
vieillard leur dit:
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—Il m’est impossible de croire en un autre homme. Qui est supérieur à moi dans cette contrée? Autrefois
c’était mon père. Il est mort. Je suis à présent celui auquel on croit.
Cette citation, entre mille autres, illustre de façon éloquente comment furent reçus ces pionniers. Mais calmes,
astucieux, imperturbables, inlassables, ils avançaient toujours, semant la «Bonne Nouvelle», recrutant des
catéchumènes et parlant de la Paix du Seigneur. La médecine moderne facilita leur pénétration. Grâce à ses réus sites, ils purent convaincre les sceptiques.
Partout il y avait des malades. Le fétichiste ne réussissait pas toujours à les guérir. On les apportait aux religieux qui les soignaient et, guéris, ils se convertissaient au christianisme miraculeux.
On cite toujours le cas de Ndon Bakén dont la guérison du fils entraîna de nombreuses conver sions. Bakén ba
Ndôn était malade. Tous les fétichistes convoqués furent incapables de le guérir. Survinrent les religieux. Ils lui
parlèrent de Dieu, de la religion chrétienne, du Paradis. Il n’y comprenait rien, son entourage pas davantage. Ils
lui proposèrent de se convertir au christianisme. Il avoua que c’était impossible. C’était juste le moment où le
fétichiste promenait les cornes de buffle chargées sur le corps de l’enfant, tâtant ses membres, sifflant, conjurant
les esprits. Après il lui fit boire du vinaigre. L’enfant ne se sentait pas mieux. Il s’af faiblissait de plus en plus. Le
patriarche poussa un cri de désespoir et dxit aux évangélistes:
—Vous me dites de vous suivre. D’accord. Mais guérissez cet enfant et je me convertirai avec ma famille.
Ceux-ci ne se firent pas prier. Ils prirent l’enfant, l’auscultèrent et découvrirent un accès de paludisme. Ils lui
firent prendre de la quinine et quelques jours après, Bakén était guéri. Le christianisme l’avait sauvé. Ndon Bakén
et sa famille se convertirent. Toutes les régions voisines suivirent son exemple.
Profitant de l’enthousiasme général, les religieux se mirent à dénoncer les fétiches, à ridiculiser les devins, à
condamner les sorciers en déclarant de façon péremptoire que seul le Vrai Dieu devait être loué, les autres n’étant
que des idoles et des manifestations des Ténèbres. Ils poussèrent le cynisme jusqu’à demander qu’on les leur
présentât. Ce fut le moment tragique des conversions. On leur apporta tout. Une énumération serait très insuffisante: en general tout ce que la science africaine avait de sublime. Certains, en immolant ces trésors, sentaient
combien ils perdaient. Ils comprenaient peut-étre qu’ils préparaient leur asservissement. Mais fascinés par la
guérison de Bakén ba Ndon, ils s’y offraient à cœur joie.
Navré de la fourberie des religieux, un administrateur, présent à l’une de ces scènes poignantes où mourait une
civilisation, déclara à Sak Sé, le guérisseur:
—Vous avez bien fait de sacrifier ces trésors pour manifester votre conversion. Mais avez-vous tellement rai son? Si j’étais à votre place, je ne le ferais de ma vie. C’est un bien immense dont vous privez les générations à
venir. Nous avons, nous aussi, des choses de ce genre. Nous sommes pourtant très bons chrétiens. Cela ne vous
empécherait nullement de croire en Dieu.
Sans comprendre cette prophétie de l’administrateur, le vieillard sourit. Etait-ce un regret tardif? Et pourtant,
combien malheureux sommes-nous à présent. Nous ne pouvons plus rien de nous-mêmes. En arrachant ces trésors, il fallait en même temps tuer le mal, mais au contraire ne l’a-t-on pas plutôt encouragé? Aujourd’hui, comme
des enfants, il faut tout demander, tout payer, ne rien créer. Je regrette encore les écorces d’arbre qui nous soi gnaient autrefois, les tarentules qui prédisaient l’avenir et les dieux protecteurs qui préservaient du mal. Où en
sommes-nous arrivés? Nous nous sommes livrés au commerçant et sommes devenus une clientèle docile. On peut
nous dépouiller sans que nous levions le petit doigt.
Après avoir plus ou moins converti certaines tribus, les religieux fondèrent des paroisses, créèrent des écoles et
dès lors commença l'acculturation.
Les debuts ne furent guère roses. La patience était nécessaire. Les gens n’entendaient pas se faire prendre
comme des agneaux. Ils préféraient la cueillette du vin de palme à la prière du matin. De sorte que bien souvent
l’église était aux trois quarts vide. Mais petit à petit ils cédaient, devenaient ré guliers et s’intégraient. Ils apprenaient les cantiques et les versets de la Bible et se sentaient de plus en plus chrétiens désormais.
94.111 Essential Encounters\fn{by Thérèse Kuoh-Moukoury (1938- )} Yaounde, Mfounde Department, Centre
Region, Cameroon (F) 16
The small villa is quickly whitewashed so that it can be rented to a French couple who has just arrived in
Cameroon. With the help of a few young girls and boys, my mother cleans the courtyard and removes the weeds
scattered among the flowers that had been planted by the former Greek “occupants.”
My father takes special care of his renters. He treats them with a kindness and courtesy that is slightly overdone. Their every last desire is satisfied. He goes to great lengths to remove a tree, to relocate a well, or to squelch
activities that create too much noise, forbidding a neighbor to pound seeds or stopping children from playing
games.
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Yes, I understand that it is an absolute necessity to rent that villa which was so difficult for him to build. There
are so many mouths to feed, so many individuals to care for, youths to educate, elders to bury.
Furthermore, my parents are determined to become the ideal African couple of the twentieth century: my mother wants a sewing machine, an iron, a bicycle, dresses made of cotton, silk, and satin, and a few pieces of fine
jewelry: My father needs a radio, a bicycle for himself, as well as a record player to replace the old phonograph,
and a refrigerator later on. At work, he likes to dress impeccably in a stylish, duly starched suit of khaki-colored
cotton linen.
My childhood offers no originality. It resembles that of other children my age in the same situation. I remember neither great misery nor extraordinary luxury. I retain from this rather easy but relatively ordinary childhood
the slightly bitter memory of my father slapping me every time the playful shouts of our games disturb the sacred
naps of our renters.
And thus, this is the manner in which Mr. and Mrs. Danielly enter our lives along with their daughter, Doris,
who is the same age as me. Mrs. Danielly loves to see us play together. Doris does well in school and my mother
often reminds me of this, as if to use her as a role model.
I speak French, but I barely know how to read and write. I recite in my father’s accent the poetic texts that he
learned in school. I also know how to sing La France est belle and La Marseillaise. Thus, I am indeed a learned
individual when I enter school. One day in class, the teacher has me read:
“The rooster sings, the light of day appears …”
I read it very quickly and easily; for I know it by heart. However, my teacher does not know this. He enrolls
me at once—not in the beginning class—but in the more advanced. In spite of this victory, my mother is not
happy, for Doris is in the intermediate grade and I am just beginning the first class. My friend is a good student.
My notebooks are filled with inkblots, and my writing is awful.
I have my revenge every time Mrs. Danielly makes me sing La Marseillaise, for I know the lines that her
daughter does not know. Furthermore, I am proud that I know them.
In class, I soon get to know a few of my classmates.
Who are we? We are little privileged Cameroonian city girls with boots to protect us from the rain and caps to
protect us from the sun, always neatly dressed in multicolored frocks. We are well behaved in class—very polite
and respectful toward our teachers. Life is just beginning for us, and it is full of promise. In every family; one
hears the same motivational sermon to do well and to persevere in one’s studies:
“Achieve more than we did.”
“Do better than we did.”
“Do what we weren’t able to do!”
I know very little about my own country. I retain almost nothing from my history and geography lessons. But
in my neighborhood, I learn that Douala Manga\fn{ Rudolf Douala Manga Bell was hanged 8 August 1914 by the German-ruled
government of Cameroon. He was the head of a movement that protested an apartheid-like system in his country, which allowed Germans
to usurp prime land inhabited by Cameroonians. The Germans considered him an enemy of the state and executed him for treason .} was
hanged and that there is a Cameroon under British rule.\fn{ After World War I, about 20% of the formerly German Cameroons
was mandated by the League of Nations to the United Kingdom. It consisted of two strips of territory non-contiguous territories bordering
Nigeria; and in 1961, under United Nations auspices, the southern portion voted by plebiscite to join Cameroons, while the northern part
voted to become part of Nigeria.} Upon hearing a grossly altered military tune, I also learn that “of all the Ewondo
youth, Atan Gana is the most esteemed.”\fn{Atan Gana was hailed as a great political leader; his career spanned both German and
French colonial rule until his death in 1943.}

To a nearly identical tune, I hear that “General de Gaulle had five thousand soldiers.” I also know that the girls
in King Njoya’s\fn{Sultan of the Bamoun region, who came to power in 1885, and among whose achievements was the invention of
the Bamoun writing system.} region and those in Northern Cameroon wear traditional skirts and are very beautiful.
I am acquainted with France through my readings, through inexpensive knickknacks in our home that we are
forbidden to touch, through occasional photos in our textbooks, recitations, and La Marseillaise, and I have
already grown to love this country.
“We’re going home to France.”
These words, often uttered by Europeans and later by Africans in my circle of acquaintance, evoke the image
of a magical place where one enters a paradise through a golden gateway—a country with a temperate climate of
mild winters and cool summers that offers the wonders of life without problems.
I lose this idealistic image of France the moment I arrive in this country. I speak French too formally, and,
although this earns me good grades in composition at school, it causes my real-life listeners to chuckle. Very
quickly, I learn to supplement my vocabulary with various slang expressions and curse words, for which I vainly
and secretly search in my dictionary.
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The boisterousness of my new classmates is a great surprise to me at first. I remain reserved and shy. My
mother’s voice is so far away!
I soon do as the other students do. I recite the slang version of the Fox and the Crow; and to the same melody
as La Marseillaise, my friends and I replace the lines “To Arms, fellow citizens!” by singing:
Let’s go, students!
Grab your dictionaries!
Strike against your monitors!
So they will resign!

How time flies! I see Mrs. Danielly’s smile every time I hear the tune of La Marseillaise, and the image of the
little white rented villa comes to mind again as well. The memory of my parents and Doris comes back to me;
with my eyes closed, I let myself be overwhelmed by an indescribable feeling of warmth …
*
Mr. F. is a former governor of Gabon and Cameroon. His wife often invites me to their house as a gesture of
friendship toward my parents. Both of them are charming people. They include me very quickly in their “circle,”
or their milieu, as they like to say: I often attend their gatherings. All the women there are beautiful and elegant,
covered with jewels and fur coats. Their crocodile and lizard-skin bags accentuate their affluence. Their dresses
are simple but well tailored, chic, and tasteful. At these gatherings, one never sees the ill-mannered, colonialadventurer type. The African Veterans form a little class all their own, nostalgically clinging to a certain kind of
simple society life without too much formality.
“I am an old Senegalese,” says a voice behind me in a perfect Parisian accent.
I turn around. He is, in fact, really like a Senegalese; after sixteen years in Dakar, his face is just a little too
pale—that is the only difference. A former commanding officer, then a high commissioner, he is happy to have
loyally served both Africa and France. When he retired, he found a very comfortable position within the international network. He is proud to have maintained his relations with high society. Each time we meet, he gives me
the hard facts about Africa.
Madame H. is stylish—always very well dressed. She is very educated and dignified, but, above all, she is
simplicity itself. Her husband is rich. They have no children. I often go to their house, for they speak better than
anyone about Africa, its gods and goddesses, its legends and its myths. They own very valuable art pieces. An
entire wing of their apartment is filled with them.
Madame R. is tall and beautiful. However, she is forever pouting. They say that she does not love her husband.
In fact, she loves not one person or thing in the world. In Africa, she cannot tolerate the heat and thus spends her
time longing for Paris, the opera, the department stores, and the theater. While in Paris, however, she complains of
the cold, the lack of household help, and the small apartments. She misses the African sun. She is not happy
anywhere, really. They say she is racist, but she invites me over quite often. I have a real weakness for her hamand-cheese plates.
Madame L. is intelligent and has a reputation as such. I always listen to her with the utmost interest. Her works
are well-known and her name is cited among the greatest Africanists of our time. She inherited a combative side
from her mother who was a pioneer suffragette. She is revolted by the prejudices, existing in nearly every country,
that tend to consider woman as an inferior being. She devotes numerous hours each year to lecturing on the
feminist cause. I greatly admire her for her courage, her distinction, and her impeccable knowledge of everything
she says, writes, or does.
Madame E. is a nouveau riche. She is obese and not very bright. They say she doesn’t love her husband. She is
fond of the only rural doctor in the region, with whom she worked as a nurse in Africa. Her husband knows this,
but he seems not to be affected by it. She says I resemble this doctor somewhat. But that’s all there is to it. I never
introduce her to anyone, nor does she ask me to. Perhaps she wants me to? She makes good cakes and that is good
enough for me.
Madame S. is a good but serious woman.
Madame I. is racist.
Madame P. is fickle.
All that—people are people—I’ve known all along. Most of their children are my friends, and this is my social
circle. They are young, happy, and rich. Some were born in Africa, others grew up there. We are all students, but
they spend much more money than I do. They own cars, studio apartments downtown, and they take holidays to
enjoy winter sports.
As for me, I am on a government scholarship. I rent a tiny room from an old woman who has been widowed
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for ten years. There are two things left in her life that she smothers with attention—me and the tea cakes in which
she delights every day at four o’clock.
I brighten up her life. The cakes just make her gain weight. She has been making fruitless efforts to diet since
my arrival: her apron pockets are full of candy and chocolates. She scrutinizes my social plans, yet she is lenient
and open-minded.
“Be careful, my child. The boys get up, put on their hats, and take off, leaving the girls alone, hanging their
heads, drowning in their sorrows.”
She repeats this to me every time I go out. I end up learning these words by heart and repeating them in the
same intonation as my kindly landlady: We are both amused by this.
*
Although I am beginning to tire of these children, who are a little too coddled and rich, I decide to return one
evening to the Champs-Elysées for the African Veterans’ meeting. While the adults are eating. a traditional couscous dish, the young break away for a more intimate fondue. I don’t care much for this dish, nor the Savoyard
tradition of plunging into the same pot. Besides, you always manage to burn your tongue. However, we do laugh
quite a bit. We flirt as well, “a little, a lot, passionately, or not at all,” and so it goes.
That evening Doris Danielly and I once again step into each other’s lives, this time permanently. Doris is a
beautiful young woman: thin, sweet, and delicate. She is finishing her degree in liberal arts that year, while I am
still working on my general education requirements. We are the same age. Fortunately, my mother is too far away
to start comparing our achievements, naming Doris as my example.
The gathering is festive. Everyone recounts his or her African experience. The same things are said over and
over again, each time more exaggerated and embellished. Nostalgia lends itself well to embroidering and idealizing. Doris and I have more in common than our age. We both express a penchant for adventure, and we both have
a profound love for Africa, although our passion is inspired by different reasons. For some among us, Africa is a
continent where one can do anything and everything is possible: one can become rich quickly and enjoy a comfortable life. For others more advanced in their studies, it symbolizes a virgin continent to which they can apply
their theories and quickly put their plans into motion. And still for others, black or white, it is merely a continent
to liberate and to develop.
Our parents—because of an inferiority complex in some cases, a superiority complex in others—have done so
much damage to this beloved continent. We aim to rectify things through brotherhood, equality, and freedom. In
the meantime, we are warm and cozy in this marvelous Parisian apartment.
My friendship with Doris is great. The fact that she is ahead of me in her studies does not affect our relationship at all. She is beautiful and seductive. She finds me charming. We go out together. We are stylish and well
dressed, for I know all the little shops where one can find cute, fashionable dresses at an affordable price.
“She’s a marvelous young woman—a proper girl,” says my landlady who likes to see Doris visit me, until the
day she finds books by Freud and Karl Marx on my desk. Doris has written her name in both of them. The older
generation has a terrible aversion to certain readings.
Karl Marx symbolizes communism—and trouble.
Freud is the theorist on the libido.
“These are not appropriate for young women,” she concludes angrily.
My friend and I have two very different conceptions of love. Doris refuses to be taken in by this emotion called
“love.” She has a strong will that allows her to escape each time she feels that she is possibly falling in love with a
boy. She does not want to be a “slave.” Men do not play a great role in her life. She is committed to being
independent and does not hesitate to destroy any obstacle that stands in the way of her freedom. Thus, by choice,
she is an individual who does not wish to know true love.
For me, on the contrary, life revolves around love, and I long for a great love—one for which marriage is the
only honorable direction to take. If it seems that, for the time being, I dismiss the idea of dating, it is because my
romantic relationships with men are always both sad and ironic.
I am always loved by the one I do not love back.
However, if I come to the point where I finally can give him my heart, he has often stopped loving me.
This emotional hide-and-seek wearies and hurts me. For fear of rejection, I give up on love for a while, as well
as dating. Dating doesn’t satisfy me anyway. I do not like halfhearted relationships. I feel a great need always to
be deeply attached to others as well as to things.
I like to feel as if I am a keeper of secrets, or of dreams. One needs courage and willpower to carry on in life. I
believe that, by nature, I do not have much of these qualities. I am one of the weaker ones. I always let other
people—chance encounters—push me forward, and then they become essential, like supports in my life.
*
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Joel and I are crazy in love, but we always remain levelheaded.
I vaguely remember when we first met at the wedding of a mutual friend. The church is filled with serious,
well-dressed people. There is an empty place next to where I am sitting. A young man sits down there quietly. He
seems to know me, since he acknowledges me with a kind and courteous nod. He keeps looking at me. I attempt
to stare at the bride and groom but do not succeed for very long. Our eyes meet. We seem to recognize each other
at least, but, in fact, I actually know very little about him. A hymn is being sung.
Take my hand in yours
So that everywhere we go
Your right hand will support me
My Lord God.

My neighbor isn’t singing, preferring to follow along with the words found in the songbook that I am holding
for both of us.
At the reception a little later in the day, we aren’t seated together. Friends are sitting between us. If I want to
see him, I have to lean over. He approaches me on occasion, and I talk to him several times throughout the
evening, but I dance with others as well.
One day, I run into him again. The clarity with which I recall our encounters and the importance I give them is
astonishing to me. When we are together, we don’t speak much—both of us are lost in our dreams. Soon, we
become friends. We exchange books. I always listen to him in awe.
Several weeks pass. One day, my landlady announces to me that I have a visitor in the living room.
“It’s a young man, and he is very properly dressed. Don’t go out there wearing such tight-fitting pants! You
should put on a skirt!” she tells me before closing the door to my room.
Standing in the middle of the living room, Joel is waiting for me. He is wearing a gray pinstriped suit. I am
rather ashamed to be wearing my pullover and my pleated schoolgirl skirt. He speaks to me with respect, looking
at me with kindness. I follow his every move in the enormous wall mirror in the room. His movements are
deliberate and relaxed. I observe him—contemplate him—almost without his noticing. Now we are comfortable
together.
He invites me to the theater a few weeks later. Joel is very punctual. I am almost ready when he arrives. I am
wearing a black-and-gold lame dress with a neckline that drapes across the shoulders, and a black velvet coat. My
landlady tenderly gazes at us as we are leaving, as if she were sending her own daughter to the debutante ball.
With a certain nostalgia in her eyes, she says to me,
“You can do as I did. You can get married young.”
I smile at her before taking the first step down the stairs. Joel precedes me by a few steps. He continues down
slowly in order not to get too far ahead of me. He has elegant, refined, and gentle movements. I like such qualities
in a man. However, I am not thinking of anything at the time—nor is he, apparently.
We are both taken by the performance. At the intermission, we order two fruit juices. The straw slips from my
glass. I try to catch it. The opera glasses that I borrowed from my landlady also fall. Joel picks them up and begins
examining them, as if he finds them pretty. I feel an immense satisfaction simply watching him. Two faint
wrinkles underline his eyes. I discover in him everything I like in a man—a strong neck with a straight nape,
broad shoulders, finally his face—a mask of indescribable power. I catch him looking at me also. Our eyes meet.
Embarrassed, I want to look away … but how pleasant it is to discover, as our eyes meet, a heart that beats in
unison with mine.
Joel reaches for my hand gloved in silk and engulfs it entirely in his. Before letting go, he squeezes my hand
tightly. The second part of the performance is also very good. From time to time, that same strange sensation
arises in me as it did when Joel took my hand in his. However, the sensation becomes less and less powerful.
Every time I think about it, my heart beats with intensity, and I get a lump in my throat—an immense feeling
of inner turmoil.
We conclude the evening at the Closerie des Lilas.\fn{The oldest literary café in Paris (150 years).} That evening, the
old writers’ café lacks its usual charm. I prefer the privacy of an inside seat to the outside terrace. Above our
heads, the words of Paul Fort\fn{French author (1872-1960).} hang on the wall—words that were addressed to the incorrigible generations to come:
If every lad in the world would join hands …

Against my better judgment, I sit thinking imperceptibly, strangely silent, about Joel’s hand on mine and about
the pleasant emotions I felt at intermission. I don’t want the evening to end. Joel doesn’t either. We continue to
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walk about the city although the streets are already empty. In Paris, however, there is a clock on every street
corner.
I fall asleep at dawn. I keep hearing Joel’s voice as if I were in a dream and I recall his hand on mine, how our
eyes met, and those shoulders of his. I feel an emptiness as I wait to see him again. I soon begin to miss him.
According to my landlady, he has become the only person to whom I speak so early in the day, because each
morning he phones me before leaving the house.
I have known Joel for two years when one night he delivers his simple marriage proposal to me. I am a little
frightened. I sometimes wonder if a life could be possible with one man or another, but I always respond with
reservation to this question, which most young, single men never utter.
The days that we spend together pass very quickly. I live in a world where nothing exists as I knew it before.
Joel becomes ill. I am at his bedside. He is reading the paper, and I ask him to read out loud. My eye catches
some papers in disarray on the night stand. The lamp hides half the text of a letter,
Even if I don’t write to you often, you know that I love you …

These words send me into a frenzy. Joel is still reading, but I am no longer listening. My heart pounds like a
drum, announcing a fit of jealousy; I am astonished for a moment, frozen and obsessed by these words. Contradictory thoughts race in my head.
I try to appear interested in what he is reading, but I want to cry; Joel is indispensable to me now: It can’t be
possible—he can’t do that to me. He is so unlike the others! Both doubt and jealousy rage in my heart. Blinding
tears come to my eyes and begin to flow down my cheeks. I furtively wipe them away.
Joel doesn’t notice anything, still tucked away behind his newspaper. A few minutes later, driven by a will to
know to whom this letter is addressed, I ask Joel if he has any letters for me to mail or any errands for me to do.
“Yes, I have a letter for my parents. Let me address the envelope.”
To my great surprise, Joel pulls out the letter half hidden by the lamp on his night stand. I tremble with joy and
gratitude. I observe the confident movements of this man. At that moment, I know that I love him profoundly:
Yes, sometimes things fly to the aid of those who are weak and indecisive. This small piece of a letter has just
revealed to me my love for Joel. I think about this the entire way home. Outside, the air is cool, the fragrance of
springtime strikes me in the face.
My heart bursts with joy:
Now I understand I am a woman.
*
Joel is so handsome the day of our marriage. He arranges the procession and the reception with a skill worthy
of the best masters of ceremony: I am very emotional. The prospect of our honeymoon and new life together
makes me nervous. Life goes on for us without incident, cautiously and smoothly, in our tiny but bright and
cheery apartment. We are a handsome couple—pleasant to be with—because we are courteous and polite toward
one another.
One particular morning, I am anxiously reminded of the date. I count the days on my fingers, just as thousands
of women have done on such a day: I consult the calendar, pencil in hand. I am filled with doubt.
“Congratulations, you are soon going to be a mother,” the doctor informs me with a joyful voice, knowing he
is announcing a glorious event.
Joel seems overwhelmed, and indeed he is. I perform my everyday tasks—setting the table, doing the housework and the cooking. My husband smothers me with tenderness, warmth, and affection.
Motherhood—the seal of destiny—extraordinary seed that woman carries in her from birth! I feel blessed,
chosen. You cannot know how much I want this child to be beautiful, strong, intelligent—to be better, to have
more, to be superlative in everything. I begin to feel the child move within me. I sense it as little nervous movements running along my side. Sometimes, it causes real pain. Joel tolerates my strange whims without appearing
annoyed—he does everything to satisfy my wants and cravings, even if they are sometimes ridiculous. A woman
must truly be grateful if destiny sends her a carefree pregnancy, and if, on the day of the delivery, the sight of the
child makes her forget the long wait and all the suffering she incurred.
I do not go out much because it is winter. I occupy myself with the little apartment that I want ready for the
arrival of the child. Joel is humming in the bathroom, getting ready to return to the hospital where he is a cardiologist. I finish clearing the table. It is 2:00 p.m.
Suddenly, the furniture in the room starts spinning. I try to grab on to a chair—too late. I feel the hard, cold
floor hit my back, then in the background I hear Joel’s voice:
“What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”
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I lack the strength to respond. The child is born in horrific conditions. I am extremely weak despite the three
emergency transfusions given to me by the physicians.
When I arrive home at the apartment, all hope has faded. I know that we are no longer soon going to be a
family of three.
I feel a terrible fear that I will never have any children—an awful feeling of deprivation. Many months pass.
My fear is confirmed. The Parisian doctors with whom I consult give me slight hope:
“At your age, it’s never hopeless.”
However, the treatments that I will undergo before leaving Paris do not change things. Joel is calm and
consoling.
“There are couples who are happy without children,” he often likes to say.
I know this. However, one really cannot know the pain of a woman when she feels herself incapable of giving
the man she loves the most beautiful gift in the world—when she feels incapable of precisely the act that renders
women complete.
I have destroyed myself. It is my fault—I hadn’t gotten enough rest—the subway, the shopping, the dishes, the
house … the long hours spent doing everything myself, Joel’s modest salary insufficient for the two of us …
everything about Paris, the only city in the world where one accepts suffering. I feel deprived—nature refuses me
what it accords to others.
*
We have been living in Yaoundé since our return to Cameroon ten months ago. Joel works at the central
hospital. He likes his work, life in this city, his friends, and the nightclubs. He goes out a lot. At first, I accompany
him when he wants. Now, he comes home later and later. A meeting with other doctors, an emergency, a
demanding but delicate patient, conferences over which the minister of health presides—all these pretexts become
sufficient excuses to avoid spending time alone with me.
I am unimaginative and I know that I must tire him at times. It is impossible for me to know where he is or
what he is doing. How did all of this happen? My husband, so very kind, friendly, and courteous. Why such a
drastic change?
I spend entire nights waiting for him. Anxiety ravages my heart. Perhaps there is another woman in his life?
And perhaps not. But why is he so taciturn and irritable? He returns home at dawn, his rounds have ended at the
Black and White Bar. I don’t ask him for any explanations: my voice irritates him. I can’t stand it anymore; no, I
can’t take it. So much humiliation!
“Why are you doing all this? How could you have changed so much? Maybe you have had enough of me? If
so, tell me now. It cannot continue like this!”
The words are out. They come from my mouth. Those awful words, said without too much conviction, that
translate into a desire to separate. My husband glares at me, and before he speaks, he switches off the turntable,
which was playing softly.
“Listen, Flo, you don’t understand anything. It’s not about that. I need some relaxation, life isn’t easy here.”
“So you are not happy with me. Yes, I know this. All this because I can’t have children.”
Joel seems to melt. He looks at me and then regains control of himself.
“Listen, Flo, try to be reasonable. It’s not about that. Please don’t cry; don’t cry!”
“Say it, Joel. If I had a child, you would be different. If you love me, perhaps there can be a miracle.”
Joel does not answer. He stares at me silently. When pity adopts the face of love, one does not have much
courage to speak.
“Do you still love me? Yes, I know, a child would have changed things for the better.” My husband remains
still and merely mutters,
“You are my wife, Flo, you are my wife. Don’t cry. I am responsible for you.”
The days pass, the arguments multiply. Again today, Joel returns home late, hardly eats a thing, and sits behind
his desk a few moments before returning to the hospital. For weeks, he has been sleeping poorly; sighing all night
long.
“But Joel,” I say approaching him, “you said before that there are couples without children who are happy.”
“Yes, and I still think so. You have to believe this. It isn’t because of that. You shouldn’t obsess about this. The
problem lies elsewhere. Something else is missing.”
I look directly at him. That old familiar warmth is no longer in his eyes.
We sleep in the same bed, Joel and I, like strangers who are indifferent, even hostile toward each other at
times. No more married bliss, no more love, nor desire—such perfectly human things, however. I place my right
hand on his left shoulder, and I slide toward him. I try to arouse his silent body:
Failure. No attraction, no response. I caress his marble-like body one more time. Joel’s lips unsympathetically
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form a pitiless smile. I stand frozen in the awkward moment I have created. On his closed, lifeless lips I place my
last kiss—soft and sonorous to break the silence of our intimacy; which is now empty, hollow, and cold. I pull all
the covers around me: I am in so much need of protection. We turn our backs to each other. I try to touch the nape
of his neck that I love so much, but I let my hand fall in discouragement.
Thus, I am not a mother, and it seems I am no longer a wife.
It’s horrifying, the power of abandonment.
My health erodes much like our life together. Joel suggests that I get some rest, so I go off to my parents’
home. He accompanies me to the train station. In the town where I am already known, I mingle with a delighted
group of old friends. I am quickly noticed. My presence intrigues people there. I am welcoming, yet distant at the
same time. Men try to woo me, but I love Joel so much. I love him exactly as he is—a dreamer, a little indifferent,
sometimes exhibiting a worrisome stubbornness underneath those perfect intellectual glasses. I want to forget all
my troubles, have fun, play, flirt.
But, you know well, if you really love someone, you find others to be weak, insipid, hollow, and flat by
comparison. Furthermore, our strict, bourgeois society never forgives those who challenge its rules. Joel himself
was not one to forgive deception—not even a minor one. I think about this as time passes.
When I return, Joel seems relaxed. He greets me joyfully. I am wearing a new dress that he has never seen
before, in a color that is becoming to me.
“Look how beautiful you are! You are so pretty,” he says insistently “This house is sad without you, Flo,” he
continues. “I haven’t been home often, so don’t complain too much about the mess.”
My heart pounds with joy upon hearing his words. Is it possible that I have found happiness once again? Joel
shows the same kind gestures toward me as he had before. Night falls, a night of happiness and passion, during
which I am once again assured that I am loved.
*
The child doesn’t come. Only a baby can solidify my marriage. I continue to obsess about this, to a point
where I develop a complex. My mother-in-law suggests that I try traditional medicine.
“It sometimes works miracles,” she tells me, pointing to the sky.
I need to believe that nothing has been lost if I intend to continue this struggle—a struggle worth all the risks.
Without my husband’s knowledge, I accompany my mother-in-law to see a man she forbids me to call a sorcerer.
In a somber hut, a man is sitting in the dark. After reciting several incantations and laying his hands upon me, the
man, who seems enlightened from beyond, says to me:
“My daughter, it is written that you will have many children—about ten of them. Three of them are going to
die, the others will become your pride and joy. But alas! There is an evil curse put on you by your grandfather that
prevents you from having children—all because you didn’t want to be provided with a dowry: The key he carries,
hidden in the tail of his robe, is the symbol of the curse that has been placed on you.” Watching a reflection in a
bowl of water before him, he continues,
“I see stunning things. We have to lift this curse; it’s because of this dowry! Your grandfather and many others
in your family won’t accept that you did not have a dowry. The young reject such traditions, but you are wrong. If
our ancestors accepted them, it’s because they are worthy. You others, you want to destroy the things whose
virtues have been proven for countless generations.”
I begin to experience fear, along with my disbelief. Sure of himself, the man asks me for 10,000 francs CFA
and orders me to bring next time items on a list of ingredients to prepare my future treatment. I pay the price of
his consultation without delay; intending never to see this old liar again.
“He’s not a liar,” my mother-in-law insists. “What they say is true. We must not give up our belief in the power
of certain traditions, even if we are Christian now. Of course, the living God, the highest, is above all his
creatures. But there are invisible dynamic powers that influence all beings and things. In any case, God loves us,
and the gods protect us as long as we do not infringe upon their rules. Their combined powers can do us no harm.”
I listen to my mother-in-law speak … to each his own!
“I know that very, very far from here in a little village, there is a woman who cures cases like yours,” my
neighbor tells me. “She always gets marvelous results.”
This time, thanks to the benevolent complicity of my mother-in-law, my husband gives me his blessing.
The “doctor” is waiting for me—a small, tidy woman who is thin and wrinkled with a half-lit pipe between her
lips. She offers me a seat. In the middle of the room there is a table with no tablecloth or flowers. The only window is decorated with partially drawn raffia blinds, the cord dangling along the wall. Identical blinds hang on the
doors leading to the other rooms. The recently swept courtyard resembles an embroidered tablecloth with its
magnificent pattern of symmetric stripes, disturbed only by traces of our footsteps and those of the first visitors
that morning.
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“I am the interpreter. I speak the best French in the village, so she had me come,” says a young man.
“I have to pay you as well?”
“No, I am doing this for nothing. I also give lessons to the young villagers when I have free time.”
One can actually find, in our part of the world, true examples of charity. The schoolteachers in our cities do not
realize how many valiant assistants there are in our villages.
The meeting begins.
“You cannot have children, the people in the city told you. I am going to try to treat you myself. I am not
promising you anything. I don’t use any supernatural forces or magic. The treatment that I will give you has an
herbal base.”
Every morning, the tiny woman administers my dosage for the day in silence. I come out of all this tired, but
full of hope, because her dignity gives me confidence.
Time passes quickly during this rural stay. The villagers shower me with attention.
It is now time to leave.
“Continue to take what is in this bottle every day. Wait six months. If you are not pregnant by then, you never
will be.
“Be confident!” the old woman tells me, clutching her prized treatment in her hand and against her chest two
or three articles of clothing that I give her. My interpreter refuses to accept even the smallest coin. There- fore, I
give him a dress for his wife.
The whole village is soon alerted to the foreigner’s departure. On the road, men and women come out of their
houses, stand at their doorsteps, forming an infinite line of people. There are good-byes, blessings, and countless
wishes from everyone. The children follow behind, accompanying us to the stream. From the pirogue that is carrying us out farther, I still hear them chanting good-bye.
Someone then tells me about a marvelous healer. He supposedly has invincible powers, but he doesn’t inspire
much confidence in me. He lowers me to my knees, places his hands on my head, and asks the fertility gods to
place a child in my womb. These rites, however primitive they are, have a certain allure for me. He speaks pidgin
English, and we understand each other well. For the second seance, he has the woman undress to the waist as he
once again begins his supernatural monologue, entirely wrapped in traditional dress. For the third seance, he asks
you to bring a bottle of rum, and suggests, after drinking some of it, a curious type of artificial insemination. He
then says with conviction:
“In your modern clinics, you’ll find the same thing. They extract semen from the male and inject it into the
woman. This semen can be the husband’s or someone else’s. Usually, one chooses a man whose physique is
similar to that of the husband, and one that would be flattering to you, no?”
I know that test-tube babies exist, but I don’t know much more than that. I am astonished at the great knowledge shown by the “healer” about this subject. However, I really have no desire to reproduce in this way, so I
leave the village without regret. Before reaching the road to catch one of these minuscule buses where men and
women ride along with chickens and goats, I have the most extraordinary encounter of my life:
Zimba, the daughter of the gods.
*
The children of the “high priest” have a reputation in the village. You will never find them playing outside in a
courtyard or in an empty field after dark. Such nocturnal games are for the laity. Tonight, Zimba and her brothers
go out to join other children in the adjacent courtyard. Here, there is no etiquette. Everyone dances. In this social
climate, Zimba is happy. She claps her hands and sings. The song is not very long—two or three lines that are
endlessly repeated. One needs just a few minutes of practice to learn how to sing them.
A young man leaps into the circle, lands himself in front of Zimba, spins himself around twice, then completes
his rotation by gyrating his pelvis from front to back. He turns again two or three times, stopping abruptly to mark
each rotation, then he finally steps out of the circle.
When it’s her turn, Zimba jumps and dances in front of another young man. She does this rather clumsily,
making such uncoordinated moves that everyone in attendance begins to laugh. The young girl angrily steps out
of the circle, sits on a stone slab that lies in the courtyard, and begins to watch what the others are doing. A boy is
sitting nearby; he says to her:
“Is this your first time here?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know how to dance either, so they make fun of me too at times. People are funny—they always make
fun of those who either don’t do what they do or don’t do it as well.”
Zimba begins to laugh.
“But why are you laughing?”
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“It’s nothing—I just find you humorous. That’s all,”
“Oh! I understand. You are laughing because I don’t speak well. I am right, one always laughs at those—”
“No, no!” Zimba protests. “Don’t be angry! It’s not that, but—s”
“That’s right, I am not from here. I come from a faraway place. What is your name?”
“Zimba, daughter of the gods.”
“That’s a strange name. No one is a child of the gods, because the gods do not resemble men. The gods are
strong and tall. They are noble, and they don’t suffer—they know no pain. They have everything and they can do
all. Men are so weak, so unhappy, and so wicked. If men were children of the gods, they would at least resemble
them slightly—”
“Yes, but I, I am a daughter of the gods all the same. I was born as such and so my father named me.”
“But how were you born? Did you rise up from the ocean, did you fall from the heavens, the sun, the moon, or
the stars?”
“I do not know. I was born as daughters of the gods usually are, in the same manner as the gods themselves
are. No one knows when they first see the light of day, from where they come, why they are here and when they
will die. They have neither a beginning nor an end. They exist, that’s all.”
“You are strange. I have never heard anyone speak to me the way you do. You frighten me. Maybe you are a
woman of the seas, a mermaid. They say there are many of those around here—”
“I have to go now: My brothers are calling me.”
“Will you come back tomorrow?”
“No.”
“The day after tomorrow, then?”
“No.
“Then when will you return?”
“Maybe never again.”
“Maybe she is a true daughter of the gods,” thinks the young man. She is like them. They make themselves
human one time and come to the earth, then they disappear forever, spending eternity in their house of clouds and
gentle light.
*
At that same moment, Zimba enters her father’s hut, takes off her dress, and wraps herself in a nightshirt.
All night long, the young man tosses and turns, thinking about this strange divine creature existing among
mere humans. He awaits the liberating moment when he will see her again—when he will no longer be a prisoner
of the anguish caused not only by the questions he asks himself but by the answers that he gives them as well.
All day long, he watches to catch a glimpse of Zimba. From afar, he wanders about the perimeters of the young
girl’s home.
Finally; he sees her. It’s really her—the young girl from yesterday: She is peeling vegetables outside the
kitchen. He cannot simply go up and see her, however, nor can he just ask to speak with her. He needs a pretext.
He returns home, and tells his aunt that he needs some hot water for his sore feet.
His aunt has not yet lit the fire, so the young man proposes to look for some live coals.
“Would you be so kind as to lend me a little coal?” says the visitor to the young girl.
“Yes, but the fire has just been lit, and I haven’t really got it going. There aren’t any embers yet. You have to
wait,” Zimba insists.
“Yes, I can wait, thanks.” Then after a short pause, he speaks to her again.
“Your brothers are not here?”
“No, they went fishing. They haven’t come back yet.”
“Your name is Zimba, daughter of the gods, right?”
“Yes, of course.”
Zimba continues her work in silence, skillfully and delicately slicing yams with her tiny knife. She diverts her
eyes briefly to follow the direction of a leaping grasshopper.
“My visitor is no longer a little boy,” she says to herself. “If he were, he would have jumped at the chance to
catch that grasshopper, as all the little boys in the area usually do. He must be a man.”
And this fills her heart with joy.
The young man sees the dancing flame of the fire as it reflects in Zimba’s eyes. He knows now that the fire is
ready: He scrapes up some coals and leaves. In addition to the coals, he knows that he is taking away something
else with him. Zimba has the feeling that she has allowed herself to be betrayed.
Flowers do not like to unveil their mystery; women do not like to tell the most profound secrets of their lives.
Little by little, a certain uneasiness slips into her heart. She finally realizes something that all girls, even daughters
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of the gods, discover one day in their lives.
Invisibly and fraudulently; love creeps in like a thief in the night, pushing them closer to someone without
warning.
However, Zimba is the guardian angel of her father and her family: She is also the guardian of the fire—a vestal, a virgin of virgins. She tends to the altar of the high priest. She cannot marry. If a young man wants to take her
away as his wife, an evil curse will befall him. He will die in the forest, trampled by an elephant.
So very long is the story of the very chaste Zimba. Her parents and her brothers are dead, killed by terrorist
raids.\fn{Although Kuoh-Moukoury had no specific event in mind here, the reference to the terrorist raids may be understood within the
context of anyone of several insurrections that occurred throughout Cameroon’s history, the most well-known being those of the UPC
(Union des Populations du Cameroun), led by Ruben Um Nyobé in the mid to late 1950s .} She wanders now from village to

village. She survives, thanks to the finicky little girls she meets en route who offer her leftovers from their plates.
And so, this is how the beautiful Zimba tells me her story, the daughter of the gods who is at the mercy of
devils. Before she finishes, she asks me to take her home with me. How could I refuse her?
*
I return to my daily routine with the firm intention of living normally, enduring my misfortune, not concerning
others because of it, going out often, and trying to forget. I manage to do this half the time. We advance in this familiar environment without enthusiasm.
My husband, however, remains courteous toward me, and our friends don’t notice anything different. I alone
realize what has transpired. I alone know what thoughts pass through his mind when he is in such a pensive, sad
state. He appears isolated in the middle of a noisy crowd. I observe him often. I want nothing but happiness for
him! I love him.
Several weeks pass. Our home is a living hell. Joel works a lot and hardly speaks to me. In the evenings after
dinner, he silently locks himself away in a room, reads a book, or goes out.
I stop considering a child as a possible solution.
*
Zimba has almost finished with my hair one day when Joel enters. He gives me a nod as his greeting. I acknowledge him with a faint smile. I cannot take my eyes off his face. This image is forever engraved upon my
memory. At that instant, I realize that one day; whether in the near or distant future, I am going to lose the one
whom I love more than anything in the world.
I make a decision then and there. I want him to speak to me, to tell me what I am afraid to hear.
His lack of attention, his demands, his indifference toward me all irritate me … It has to stop.
“Why did you marry me, Joel? Why? I married you for love, with the idea of living together as long as possible—forever—with you. But you, Joel, did you ever love me?”
“I don’t know,” he says, wiping the sweat from his forehead.
This revelation suddenly exposes a past filled with doubt, suffering, and humiliation. I hold back my tears so
that he cannot witness my feelings of disappointment and my pain.
Joel sits down and speaks frankly, without anger. But I detect a certain weariness in his voice.
“Flo, you are superior to me and for this you are sincere. We both view our world differently. For you, our
marriage is the natural result of our love. As for me, I married you.
“Flo, listen to me. I hold nothing against you. In our everyday lives together, if I had ever found even the
slightest fault with you, it would have led to our separation a long time ago.”
It is difficult to hurt someone without a valid reason.
“I know you are suffering. I am too. We are trapped in our suffering. I know that you deserve better than that.
But we have to be clear about something: our married life has been troubled for a long time now. We have to find
a solution.
“I knew I had to get married one day. Besides, I thought I loved you, but marriage, it has been awful … After
all, we are both strangers … We have tried to live as one, but in the end … And then … your beauty, your refinement, your upbringing were such great attributes … So, I chose you—you and no one else …”
“But how could you have changed like this?”
Joel shakes his head with a rather serious expression on his face.
“Joel, if we had had a child—”
“No, Flo, I know that you are always thinking about the children that we could have had, but contrary to what
you believe—that children would have changed everything—I think that they only would have complicated matters.”
Joel says these things in a sweet but firm voice. I interrupt him to ask him what solution he is proposing for us.
“Divorce,” he says in a more unsteady voice. In an effort to comfort me, it seems, he adds:
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“I will accept full responsibility. I will take the blame entirely. Thus, you will be free to start life anew with
someone else …”
How did this happen? How can I begin again with someone else? So many questions with no answers. At that
moment, I have no true desire to stand up for myself. I am simply tired, so very tired. I just need to sleep.
*
Doris and I have not seen each other since my wedding. I manage to keep in touch with her during her periodic
visits to the sanitarium for her job in Senegal, where she is working. I am therefore overjoyed at the news that she
has been reassigned to Yaoundé.
During the visits she pays me when she arrives, I find once again that she is the same young woman who was
always strong, decisive, organized, and still blessed with the extraordinary will that makes people take notice. Joel
does not know my friend. He is not interested in me, my family, or my friendships.
On one Sunday afternoon in particular, Joel goes to play cards at the house of some friends. I have no interest
in these games, which require a good deal of patience. In any case, he does not ask me to go with him. I do not
suggest it to him either.
I decide to visit Doris. I speak to her again about my unhappiness. She tries to comfort me, but nothing more.
“If I were in your shoes,” she often tells me, “I would opt for divorce. I would accept the separation for a substantial settlement.”
With all my moaning and constant misery, she finds me to be as weak and hopeless as before.
But how can I divorce? What will my friends and family say, not to mention society in general? Where will I
go without resources, a whole new life to rebuild, and new friends and relationships to find! Am I really up to
such an ordeal?
All my life, I have avoided making decisions. I always allow others to involve me or reject me, leaving them
solely responsible for my happiness or my sadness, almost in spite of myself. If I do something well once in a
while, I believe that others should take the credit. Having to choose intimidates me.
Zimba is working for Doris now. Doris doesn’t like male housekeepers, perhaps because she is single.\fn{ It
became popular during the colonial period for Europeans to employ young African men as houseboys to work in their homes as servants .}
Doris is more astute, more practical, and freer than I. In a nutshell, she is more suited to help Zimba, who wastes
no time learning many things from her.
Zimba sees and understands more of the world. She is revitalized and rejuvenated. However, Zimba often
comes to the house to skillfully braid my thick locks of hair, for she is still grateful and loyal to me.
I want to conquer Joel once again. For nothing in this world will I give up being his wife. It is impossible for
me to admit that another woman could take my place, sleep next to him, share the bathroom in the morning with
him, make his lunch, put out his shirts, and look after him.
However, I feel incapable of captivating him again. Every day, I make superhuman efforts to do just that. The
beauty I once had disappeared long ago …
I have to at least make myself presentable. Joel could still be proud of me. Thus, I attempt to style my hair. I
wear makeup and perfume, and I try all the beauty secrets and makeover tips that anyone ever invented for
women.
This doesn’t work, however. A woman cannot conquer a lost love, or one that is at least severely threatened,
simply by making herself beautiful. Joel does not look at me. I am all too familiar for him to take notice. It is
hopeless. In any case, I have to lure Joel back to me, or at least hold him back. I am hoping to use Doris, this
strong, invincible creature, to help me. This is the decision I reach. From the moment of that decision on, the
confidence with which I will carry out my plan still astonishes me. Just yesterday I was so weak, but today I am
ready to venture ahead courageously.
*
I explain nothing to Doris. I do nothing but ask her to dinner one evening. She comes. She gets out of her car
majestically. She looks splendid in her gray dress with a red flower. It is not surprising to me that she appears so
sharp and refined. She is so beautiful. I intentionally downplay my presence.
I am dressed all in black. A simple necklace of imitation pearls that I picked up at Printania downtown barely
contrasts with the starkness of my outfit. My hair is arranged in a simple bun sitting just above the nape of my
neck and tied with a black hair band. This hairstyle does nothing to flatter my facial features, already marked by
my tears. I seem sad and gloomy, and I am wearing only my everyday perfume.
I allow Doris to shine and to speak about the subjects that she knows and adores. I delight in this intentional
game of self-effacement and self-burial.
This first encounter is a success. I now invite Doris to the house quite often. I detect a glimmer of excitement
on the face of my husband each time all three of us are together. In town, people notice us. During all our outings
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together, Doris is her natural self-happy, candid—but I always seem sullen.
From time to time, Joel glares at me with a look of pity, as if to say, “I can’t believe it was you I married.”
There is so much now that separates those who are happy from those who are not.
I am accused of having thrown my husband into the arms of my friend. Actually, I am far from thinking about
it in that way.
“Even if this were true,” I say mockingly to Zimba, “isn’t it a good thing? According to African tradition, isn’t
it the wife herself who chooses a new wife for her husband?”
“But Madam, you cannot accept polygamy. In any case, I no longer want to work for Madam Doris. I will stay
here. She is not very nice.”
“Go home to your place of employment. We are friends—true friends. You mustn’t believe that …”
After Zimba has left, I begin to contemplate the accusation fervently. It quickly becomes a possible solution
that I had not considered up to that point. The battle plan is evident and perfectly clear. Others have just found the
answer for me. Yes, why not close my eyes? Isn’t my friend a strong young woman for whom love simply does
not count?
She will destroy Joel. Yes, it is certain—she will destroy him. And he, hopeless and humiliated, will come back
to me. He will have no one else to rescue him but me.
This plan quickly becomes my greatest preoccupation. My weariness fades. Should I speak to Doris about this
as we would have done when girls discussing a fling or a friend? And what if Doris refuses to lend me her assistance? Everything will be lost …
This is not one of those foolish adventures in which the young so commonly engage. This is about a mar-riage
—it is a much more serious matter. There are so many risks.
I explain nothing to Doris. I will use her as bait to catch Joel, this little fleeing fish; or, rather, she will be the
bullet whose target is the man whom I love the most in the world.
There are no risks. What other direction can this bullet take? Only the correct one. My friend is a solid individual. People have a tendency to grab on to a lifeline, regardless of how thin and fragile it may be, in order to
stay afloat.
We often go out together. Being the gentleman that he is, Joel looks after both of us—after me out of obligation, after Doris out of politeness. We seem to have found a balance, which is far from displeasing to me. Joel is
by my side. Does it really matter if there is someone else as well? So much the better if it is my best friend. I still
need to cry on her shoulder at times.
I have to be grateful to Doris. She allows me to live. At the movie theater, I sit between Joel and Doris—this is
one way of maintaining balance.
Once again, I have the upper hand. Doris and I compete for attention, just as we did in our youth during our
evenings out in the Latin Quarter. I am heading in the right direction. There really is no turning back at this point.
Now, when we go out, Joel positions himself between my friend and me. I am full of confidence, for Doris is
one of those women who seem incapable of any deceit—I think naïvely. Besides, I will soon lose hope—Doris
does not seem to be seducing Joel. Shall I tell her to make an effort to do so?
The logic of absurdity is as compelling as any other. Today, we go a step further. A victory. I catch the look
Joel gives Doris as she is sitting passively—a look full of love and desire, quite unlike the respectful tenderness
that he always had for me, even at the beginning of our relationship. I am pleased and envious at the same time.
But is this not a victory? Joel is interested in my friend—one point scored for me. But what is she doing better, or
what additional qualities does she have, to be able to inspire so much love in the man who is escaping from me?
Jealousy—this scheming accomplice of lovers’ hearts, the most confused of emotions—has surfaced once again.
My heart beats like a drum announcing a misfortune. Soon, the fear of losing Joel permanently this time. I still
have great hope. My plan will succeed. This is a bitter hope, for I both fear it and wish it at the same time.
All three of us are invited to a special showing at the cultural center. I cannot attend: a migraine, fatigue—the
body of a woman knows so much pain …
Doris and Joel leave together. I go to bed without suspecting a thing. There is nothing to suspect, after all.
Am I dreaming, or is this a reality? This intriguing, but painful, image of Joel gazing at Doris from across the
table keeps flashing in my mind. I am a prisoner in this dark room …
A constant stream of images passes through my mind like a screenplay—Joel’s hand on mine as before, then
Joel’s hand on Doris’s, my friend in the arms of my husband, his kisses along her neck, her head on his shoulder,
his kisses on her forehead and on the back of her neck …
I envision her as my stand-in, imitating all my tender actions from days gone by. Oh, how this hurts. The room
is like a tomb. I am all alone; it grows even darker. The faint light is calming in a way, but it also shows the truth,
the objects in the room, Joel’s empty place in our bed, his pajamas, his slippers. There is also a mirror.
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I am falling apart. I have to maintain control a little longer. I make it darker in the room by closing my eyes
and extinguishing the lamp. However, once again, I see the amorous images of Joel and Doris.
I get up. I step outside. The fresh air does me some good. It is not very late. I go to the cultural center. I find
neither Doris nor Joel there. Perhaps they are sitting in the front rows. I wait to see until the end of the show. The
house lights are turned on. They are not there. The looks from others are so piercing. I disappear quickly, hugging
the walls like a ghost on my way out, my scarf knotted below my chin. I lurk around a nearby nightclub for a
while.
I recognize the car on one corner. Its windows are fogged. I hear the sounds of voices that are familiar to me.
Shall I approach the car? surprise them? cause a commotion? But the next day, the entire city will know! No! It
is not because I am a paragon of virtue that I avoid confrontation. The main reason is my lack of courage. I shall
therefore continue on my way, driven by the gravity of the situation. Without being noticed, I continue to walk
straight ahead, like someone condemned to death.
The morning comes early: I am in bed. Are Doris and Joel still together at this hour? Did I indeed witness what
I thought? Can I have made a mistake?
*
I am asking myself contradictory questions, debating hypotheses that I quickly reject, when Zimba comes in
crying:
“Madam, I told you … they are … they are … at the house. They slept together. I heard Mr. Paka’s voice in the
bathroom, then they went into the bedroom together. They are still sleeping. I have feared this for a long time.
Madam Doris is too beautiful to be honest.”
“Did you really see them?”
“Yes, I assure you, you don’t deserve this!”
“You are right. They are together. I saw them last night, rather, I guessed it was them in the car. Go quickly to
the market, but don’t say anything to anybody—especially not to my family. We will keep this secret between the
two of us. Be nice to your boss.”
“Yes, Madam, I promise. I am afraid for you. You love Mr. Paka so much. You are going to lose him, and you
will be very unhappy. Love is so mysterious. You have to live it to understand,” said Zimba, thinking of her own
sad emotional life, lifting her eyes toward the sky, as if to ask for mercy for me.
I remain alone in the dark with the door and the blinds shut, as if I were holding a vigil for the dead. My arms,
my head, my legs, and even the sheets and blankets covering my body, all feel so heavy. I bury myself deeper in
the covers, curled up like a wounded cat. I have a faraway look in my eyes, as if I had been dragged from a world
of absurdity to one of madness. As I curl up in the big bed, I try to make myself smaller and smaller, like an insignificant point on the earth, simply a speck in this vast universe. I still feel the weight of the shirt I am wearing.
I wallow in my solitude. I don’t get up. I don’t wash. I remain there, aware of nothing but the remnants of last
night’s perfume, which is now mixed with my perspiration from the night.
The world comes to life, and already it disgusts me. There are days like this. I can’t seem to find the energy to
drag myself out of bed, to take initiative. An early sign of depression is the total loss of energy. Even love becomes an empty battle.
It is all over. I reach out my hand to where Joel should be. His place in my bed is cool and empty. I cross my
arms over my chest. The sounds of the city seem muffled, as if they come from another world—that of the living.
Joel comes in. He is going to change, put on a clean shirt, take his sunglasses, briefcase, and appointment
book, and a pack of his favorite cigarettes …
“You know, Flo, we went dancing after the feature at the center … I met up with some old friends whom you
do not know … we talked all night long. Now, I am really tired …”
“Did you enjoy the show?”
“Yes.”
“So much the better if you could see something of interest to you.”
“But, you know, it’s always the same thing, that kind of film!”
I knew Joel well. We had been together for a long time … From his mouth, such words mean nothing.
To lie or to tell the truth are two different ways of approaching the same reality. Today, I wonder what would
have happened if Joel had come in and told me instead the sad truth about his romance with my best friend. I
certainly would have been tied to this bed, lingering day and night for months, perhaps, as if the entire world had
come crashing down on my shoulders. He would have tried to persuade me, to convince me, to plead with his
usual tenderness. He would have treated me better than ever. I would have played the roles of the outraged
woman, the spoiled child, and the pampered wife. My husband would have gone out of his way not to cause me
pain.
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But his lie changes everything.
Do I still have power? Malice, a sorceress, forges new plans of her own. Nothing is lost. I regain my confidence. I have to continue. Insanity is commanding and absolute—more than one would think. When I finally see
Doris, she does not divulge anything to me either. For her, it is surely a game, a fleeting moment that will pass
eventually. Her silence is worrisome, however. Confidants and partners in crime for most of our lives, do we have
the right to hide something from each other? But then again, how can she tell me such a thing? It is about Joel, my
husband.
We are all deeply involved in this game. She is lying to me in order to see Joel. They give the impression that
they are fooling me, or so they believe. They are unaware of what I know; I pretend. Yes, we are deep into this
game.
I do not know from where comes the strength that allows me to live, to continue this battle. Is it my true friendship for Doris, to whom I owe so much, or is it my insane love for Joel? Is it from the sheer excitement of taking
risks, of playing dangerous, ill-fated games?
To fight a vain and hopeless battle indeed takes the most courage, for one needs to be twice as clever in order
to come out victorious. I now have my friend and my husband against me, then my family, and the public humiliation.
The days pass one after the other. I vacillate between periods of silence and rebellion—both are troubling signs
of my pain. I close my eyes—isn’t this one piece of advice that they give to young women before they marry? I
appear to be even-tempered, and thus our life, or rather our adventure, continues.
*
The three of us go out a lot. We go mostly to the movies, but my thoughts carry me far beyond the images on
the screen …
In some instances, I feel I will explode in a jealous rage, but I am somehow able to control myself. So many
memories link me to Doris. Prisoner of my friendship with her and of my love for Joel, I can do harm to neither
one nor the other—nor can I hurt myself. Regardless of how it comes about, death always seems horrifying to me
—perhaps because it is possible at any moment. Courage consists in continuing to live.
Today; I know where they are. I guess about the rest.
In any case, Joel is very nice to me. Doris is too. Both of them shower me with gifts and kindness, perhaps out
of guilt, to compensate for all the harm they are doing me. My friend now steps back to let me go first, or to be
served first. She now dutifully observes all the rules of etiquette that friends who are comfortable with each other
usually ignore.
I find all this upsetting. I do my best to accept this stoically. I am no longer a true woman. I no longer have any
sense of pride or self-esteem. I am almost to the point where I wish Joel had a mistress—someone I do not know,
a girl he met in a nightclub who would have known to avoid me when she spotted me at the market or at Printania
or in the street—but not my friend. Certainly not my friend!
One evening, Joel did not come home. It is time to end all this. Holding back my tears, I decide to humiliate
myself and go to Doris’s house. Joel is not there. My friend is tastefully dressed in a manner I find appealing on
some people. She understands immediately the point of my visit. I find her casualness surprising when she
informs me:
“If you want to cause a scene—a huge scandal—let’s get it over with.”
“No, I don’t want to create a scandal. Nonetheless, this doesn’t change a thing in terms of the current situation.
I simply want an explanation. We’re talking about Joel, my husband, you understand.”
“And so?”
“So? You are destroying my marriage.”
“No, this isn’t true. Let me inform you that your marriage fell apart a very long time ago, and you are responsible. Many women are like you, incapable of making a man happy. Then when he finds someone else, you are the
first to be outraged.”
Doris’s words cause me to think. I am responsible for all this. It is my fault and my fault alone if Joel is no
longer happy with me.
“Your marriage has been over for a long time now except you don’t realize it … Open your eyes! It goes back
a long way. Something like this does not happen overnight. There are hundreds of little warning signs. You have
to stay alert in life—it’s not a dream.”
“What are you thinking about doing, Doris?”
“Nothing, that concerns you. This is between Joel and me now.”
“Come on! Joel is my husband and you are my friend. How can you betray my confidence like this?”
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I rise furiously to throw myself at her. Doris takes a step back and begins to smile in a mocking and insulting
manner. In her eyes, I can read what a fool I have become. The entire city is going to find out about this scandal. It
could have disastrous consequences for all of us. On the other hand, Doris is one of those people who will not let
anyone stand in her way.
Zimba, alarmed by all the commotion, takes me by the shoulder to calm me down and leads me quietly to the
door.
We have been living out a tragic drama for ages without my realizing it. This confrontation with Doris has
caused me to face my responsibilities. It is my fault if Joel has turned away from me. Isn’t it also my fault that my
husband has fallen in love with Doris? Our outings as a threesome, this systematic sharing of our intimacy—
didn’t I want this, even if out of weakness?
I do not make the best decisions. I have miscalculated the end result here. The gun is backfiring. Before, I had
no sense of reality. Now I have one in an extremely brutal way.
It is Sunday. I find Joel at home. He suggests that we go out with Doris. He tells this to me in a weary voice,
with a disgusted, pained expression reminiscent of playboys who are used to beautiful women and can always be
satisfied without too much effort. I hate this type of man. I almost hate him at that moment.
“No, I don’t want to go out with Doris. The two of us can go out if you want.”
“But why not? Doris is your friend. Usually on Sundays we—”
“Yes, usually, but it’s not going to be like that anymore. The two of us will go out if you want, but not with
her.”
Joel has no desire to spend Sundays alone with me. Sundays are sometimes so deadly; besides, after a night
with Doris, how could a tête-à-tête with his wife sound attractive to him?
“I don’t get it. Your reactions are always so irrational. Women are crazy; really crazy!”
“Oh sure, all women are crazy—all except the woman of the hour for you, right? Doris Danielly; right? You
are her lover. I know it and I’ve known it for a long time. This is why I’m refusing to go out with her now.”
“But if you’ve known for a while, why this reaction only now? It’s true that Doris and I have been … So?”
These words are the final blow to me. Joel does not even protest. For the first time, he does not lie to me. He
doesn’t feel it is his fault. One can detect neither embarrassment nor shame in his expression. Now he is staring
me right in the eyes, as if to annihilate me. He reads such sorrow in my eyes that he backs away. His footsteps
echo mournfully in the adjacent room.
“What are you going to do now?” he says, returning with a cigarette in his hand. “Flo, you know that I hate
scandals. So, if you want—”
“I don’t want anything. I consider her to be a rival now, and I beg you not to speak to me about her anymore. I
asked her not to come here anymore. I went to see her this morning.”
“No, you didn’t do that! You dared to do that?” he says angrily.
*
I knew that Joel was not a man who would go back on a decision once it had been made. Everything is lost.
Everyone in the city soon becomes aware of our situation. Joel spends a lot of time at Doris’s house. They go out
and take trips together. Now all the trouble that I cause him fades away. It is impossible to know the truth. This
sharing is almost harmonious. He shows as much tenderness to Doris as to me. Doris loves him. He will marry her
if we divorce.
I am resolved, however, to remain Mrs. Joel Paka. In all my unhappiness, I remain hopelessly attached to the
man who once uttered the beautiful words that determined my destiny.
Doris is also very unhappy; from time to time, Joel does her the honor of spending the night with her, but he
still ultimately comes home to me every night, where he eats and keeps his things—including his clothes, which
are always laundered, pressed, and folded.
Joel is sometimes happy, sometimes troubled. Perhaps the true polygamous man is overwhelmed with joy, but
not Joel—at least not always! How he pouts when, once determined to go out with Doris or celebrate his birthday,
I come along with an invitation to an official dinner or our friends’ house, which he obviously cannot miss.
Sometimes, I use blackmail to steal him away from Doris. She does the same thing. We are both ingenious
enough to find the perfect solution, the most convincing argument, or just the right word to persuade him. Sometimes, without doing it intentionally and without complicity, we play with him like a yo-yo. He doesn’t know
what to do with us, such a heavy burden! We would need to go only a little further to push him over the edge
completely, to control him, to destroy him! The mere thought of this is upsetting.
A life of sharing—how low. No one has the best piece, the whole person, the essential part, but only momentary freedom, bits and pieces—the leftovers, if you will. Only a woman would accept that.
Men are stronger, more stable, and have more pride.
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Man is closer to God than woman.
Now I hardly ever see Joel. I don’t see Doris at all. I have never seen their child. I know that he looks like Joel.
He has Joel’s name—my name. In town, they were saying that Joel will soon begin the divorce proceedings and
marry Doris. Such rumors are hard to take when you are alone.
I am a woman who rebelled and was conquered.
*
It’s over.
I look up toward the sky. A lone bird flaps its wings ever so slowly, as if to wave good-bye. Dancing to the
music of the cool, gentle wind of the hills, the leaves of the orange trees allow a few stray rays of sun to reach me
from under the veil of shade. The sound of the tam-tam is so heavy and serious, like the sounds of a cowrie shell
to the ear of a pilgrim. Men and women pass in the fog—silent, indifferent, each one lost in the dream that is his
or her history. I would like to tell them that I didn’t find the love I longed for. But what good would that do?
Would they leave their own pain behind to share mine?
I am still sitting on the old bench, resting my head in the palm of my hands, my elbows on my lap. In front of
me, the old palm tree stands tall and proud, reminding me that one’s fate is fragile. The radio announces, for the
third time, the death of the Senegalese poet David Diop in a plane crash near Dakar.\fn{ 1960.} My sorrow is great,
but my sadness never interests anyone.
Night has fallen. Through the door left ajar, I hear the sounds of hesitant footsteps. Zimba is carrying a child in
her arms, and Joel is following her, clearly upset. The child looks at me with large, serious, dignified eyes.
An argument is sure to come, I think. Doris, my former partner in crime and my friend, has just carried out my
plan. Joel is going to suffer for this. The child is still looking at me with the same insistence, trying to recognize
me. I look to see whom he resembles. Actually, he looks like Joel—a fact that thrills me and disappoints me at the
same time. Suddenly, I am no longer aware of which of the two adults before me breaks the news:
Doris Danielly was on that plane that went down near Dakar.
I can still hear those words in my mind. So dismal is the voice that announces death. The look in the child’s
eyes now becomes unbearable.
A panic overtakes me. Tears flow from my eyes. I am crying for my friend, and at each moment, my heart
breaks like a mirror. I continue to cry, but I am thinking as well. You cannot cry and think at the same time. In the
face of death, the fighting has stopped. How could I have hated Doris? The dead are so wrong to have died. This
was also my fault—Doris fell into a depression.
Yes, I refused to get a divorce, so she became ill living the insanity that both of us created. Doris went to
France to get well. From there, she took the plane to Dakar, where she was supposed to catch up on some business
that she had left behind in Senegal. That is the reality. Oh, that terrible word that man has invented to soften
tragedy.
Doris is dead. I do not know why I am annoyed at myself for having sometimes done her a little harm. Now I
must live with this personal tragedy of incredible proportions. A profound sense of sorrow fills me, which is
immeasurably amplified by my overwhelm-ing feelings of guilt.
*
The child is looking at me. I want to fall to my knees in both astonishment and anguish. I lie on the couch.
The child is sitting there on the opposite end. He crawls toward me and lies down next to me, face to face. His
hand blindly taps my face several times until he finds my scarf hiding my hair, which I have already fixed for bed.
He pulls persistently at the scarf, as if he wants to see my entire face unmasked—exactly the way I am.
Then he looks at me pensively as if he understands. He continues to make some nervous and indecisive
grimaces that transform into a melancholy and mysterious smile. Then, bracing himself against my cheek, the
child stands halfway, gently shaking my head, which comes up to his knees.
I am like a big toy for him. He sits back down and nibbles on my ear. I feel the warmth of his fragile body
along my temple. His tiny heart beats next to mine.
There is not a drop of my blood in his veins. I know this, but please do not take him away from me. He can
understand that I too need all the love and affection in the world.
There is still hope for me. …
94.81 Excerpt from Love-Across-A-Hundred-Lives\fn{by Werewere Liking (1950-

)}

Bondé, Cameroon (F) 23

1\fn{These divisions are those of the compiler, inserted for the sake of textual clarification }
… And the original sound resounded, throbbing more and more, with ever greater power. Words colorful as
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pictures were taking on shape and life. Finally, nothing else existed but that voice and all life emanating from it.
Lem felt it, heard it, inhaled it, and saw it in all its dimensions …
*
“Child of mankind stop your weeping
Stop your weeping I’ll cover you with praise-names
I am naming you as befits your soul
I am calling your spirit by its essential qualities
By the sound and the tone that recall it
By the sign the color that resemble it
Do not cry stop your weeping
I’ll cover you with praise-names
Back-of-silver-cobra
Belly-of-green-mamba
Crocodile egg tortoise egg that hatches without fail
You
Female crab eel crayfish who proliferate
Enrich the world
Do not cry stop your weeping
Everything ugly will perish
It is true
The world never was this ugly
The world is never as ugly as when it proclaims rebirth
And when it prepares for the rebirth of a great man
This will happen soon this will be tomorrow
This will be the hour when your eyes reopen from a long sleep
From the long latency
This will be any time now
This is the way it always is before messiahs
It was thus before Sundjata the Mandinka\fn{Sudiata Keita (1210?-1260?) founder and ruler of the Empire of Mali.} buffalo
lion
And thus before Roumben
The rainbow pillar of the Seizers …
Child of mankind stop your weeping
Do not cry anymore I’ll tell you the wonder
The eternal wonder that goes back deep into all memory
So that mankind will survive ugliness
With beauty in its heart
Wonder that goes back deep into the memory of the fetus in quest of a soul
It returns on the tongue of the minstrels of Great Worthiness
Resurges in the lullabies of the followers of Bikoursi\fn{A lyrical art, only for the Bassa women, much like the art of the
griottes, but sung.}
Of the Mévoungou\fn{An association of women, expressing itself through the lyrical art as well.} and the Koo\fn{The most
important of the woman’s initiations, which allows her to consider herself a complete being (hermaphrodite); marriage is her choice, and, if
she so chooses, it is considered to be her gift to society.}

I sing to you of the wonder of time immemorial
I’ll explain the coming of the promised child to you …
He never arrives when men are noble
He never comes when women are pure
Not when the young are daring and full of ideals
Nor when the elders are wise and incorruptible
Why should he come at times when commerce blooms
Economies are stable and the powers just
For what reason would he come when the universe is enjoying equilibrium
He only arrives in times of war, in times of plague
Avatar amidst the extemporizers
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Anti-evil scourge among evil and its scourges
Under the reign of the rotten-to-the-core and the Pontius-pirates
When everything goes with the flow under the tidal waves of degradations
When the balance breaks under the crashing weight of ignorance
And when purity causes shame …
Thus it was that in the Mandinka kingdom
The Only Virgin Was a Hunchback!\fn{A reference to Sogolon, mother of Sundiata Keita}
In those days
Men had bowed to dependency and slavery
Were in the habit of
Paying tribute to the king
Speaking the same words using the same gestures
Making love making children
Lukewarm in their tedium
Hands and heads emptied of the essential …
And our virgin was dying of desire to admire
To be exalted over someone who’d break out of his strait-jacket
Who’d reveal new worlds
And our virgin hid her desire underneath a wholesome ugliness
But not so hardy as the desire that made her eyes
Her nose her mouth bulge and catch fire
Made her grow a hump on her back and bristles on her skin
And transformed her into a buffalo …
And the Buffalo’s Tail Was Made of Gold
And Gold Belonged to the Blacksmiths …”
*
Lem heard this voice, these words, saw these images being born, quarreling over the original sound, and at last
he understood the meaning of “lost speech.”
“It will never return to the original state, under penalty of denying the love that pushed it one morning to create
all things, under penalty of annihilating life. It is lost forever, but it will live eternally in everything it has created
and that lives, and that must live …”
Despite everything, a torrent of tears blurred his vision, for he had stirred up too many memories of other lives,
and their sludge was going to settle into the abyss of his navel again if he didn’t force it out of there! He wanted to
die, light and clear, to hang from the tree graciously like a dewdrop of pure gold …
“Speak, voice,” he begged. “Press down on my abdomen, help me to clean out my belly.”
And he was weeping, weeping with all his heart, calling the voice of love that echoed in answer to him,
Madjo’s voice …
*
“Stop your weeping Child of mankind and I’ll cover you with praise-names:
Phantom-tree never shelters parasites
Caterpillar does not let go with a sudden breeze
Hawk’s-eye does not confuse chick and pebble
If I am telling lies
May piss make my feet swell up into festering and stinking blisters
For nine moons …
Do not cry stop your weeping
I’ll explain the advent of the foretold child to you
When the blood of the highest nobility has been corrupted
Asphyxiated obstructed by the blood of incest
The new blood will ripen at the thousand springs of the blood of castes
The occult forces reserves of energy
Yes … When one is preparing the return of stability
Or of instability which must alternate to ensure evolution
One must seek the ancestral Strong-Soul capable of large-scale action …
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For no action on the world’s stability can be taken
By the first puny runt that appears …
No peace can be settled by the first right-thinking person who comes along
There are times of peace like pestilential farts that poison the air
Choking like an octopus …
And peace cannot be broken by the first aggressor that comes along
For there are wars that are like harmonics
True promises of light. . . .
And such wars are the work of the Masters of Energy
They control earth and water air and fire
In times like those Child
The Masters of Energy were the castes
And in the shade at those times
The blacksmiths governed over Matter with the fire of bewitching alchemy
The hunters were masters over Space Earth of healing and over Water of clairvoyance
The griots dominated over Time through Speech of pure Air
These were the castes that knew the origin of things
They would do huge and small jobs
They were merchants and craftspeople these castes
But they were aware of the decline of the times in those days
So they were preparing the renewal
While the masses and the nobles were sauntering unhurriedly to their destiny
Docile sheep unknowingly bringing the work of the Masters to an end
Listen …
I am telling you of the origins of Wonder
Before in secret a very long time ago …”
*
But what was oppressing and obstructing Lem? What was holding him sequestered and preventing him from
being reborn into consciousness? What was destroying the bridge of light that had connected yesterday to today
and that would have joined today to tomorrow? The bridge between Memory and his brain, between his soul and
his actions …
What was oppressing and obstructing him? He wanted to set himself free. So he had to remember, even if it
meant dying for it; he had to imagine, even if it meant living for it, but he had to set himself free, set himself free
at any price …
Alas! He fled, he would always take to his heels!
Lem would always flee the horror that was lurking there somewhere … in his navel; a lump of fear that
frightened him! It flung him out of his bed when the light went out. It made him run like an elk into the forest,
hurling him against every obstacle, enough to make his skull burst! It made his muscles quiver before a piercing
look, and it made the bile rise to his nose with disgust for himself …
Really, Lem no longer wanted to endure his enormous navel!
And was it not his navel that began to convulse again and inject him with the drive to flee, that muffled fear of
hearing the rest of Madjo’s story, as if he sensed the revelation of formidable keys, of responsibilities that he had
always feared …
And because she didn’t want to see him back down anymore, didn’t want to hear him cry out anymore, Madjo
made her voice ever more urgent, ever more appealing, and Lem felt himself fastened to the ground as if to an
irresistible magnet …
*
“Beloved Child listen to the story of our former lives
Listen and stop your weeping I am looking into your eyes
A very long time ago there lived a king Maghan Kon Fata\fn{The father of Sundjata.}
Ah that handsome Maghan, Maghan—Honor,
Ah Wari ya Wari, Maghan—Silver
Maghan was beloved by his people.”
*
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Maghan didn’t bother his people: he asked nothing of them other than to be allowed to have his customs, to
have his comfort. Thieves and opponents practiced self-censorship. Sorcerers lived their witches’ sabbath
peaceably at night. Men had their honor except: their fear was disguised by peace and their servility by publicspiritedness …
The rapacity of women held its head high: custom obliged the men to cover them with gold as proof of their
love and, pride willed it so, as a demonstration of their honor and their ability. A woman would feel respectable
only if she could wear a pagne\fn{Woman’s garment printed of batik fabric, sold usually in lengths of several yards, worn as skirts,
wraps, sometimes with an additional piece to carry babies on the back .} and sing the ditty of the day: Mon mari est capable …
\fn{Means, “my husband is able,” and is, in fact, the name of a certain pagne’s design; a motorbike may also be referred to by this name,
as it indicates that the husband is able to provide well for his wife .}
And everything was peacefully festering away under the peaceable reign of Maghan Kon Fata. A rich reign of
peace inherited from his fathers. A peace he had not conquered, he had not created. A peace that had immobilized
everything: the creativity of the artists, the inventive spirit of the women, the children’s taste for innovation, the
philosophic readjustment of the elders, the men’s desire for conquest. Peace had immobilized everything!
*
“And Child did you know this?
Man is made in such a way that he makes no further progress when he is or believes he is happy
He forgets that he is on earth to grow,
To find his integrity again
To evolve toward the divine
An evolution that is acquired by trial and tribulation
Hardships that will be all the rougher if peace and happiness have been sweeter and more mellow …
It is true
The world is never as ugly as under these reigns of peace
When men resemble castrated pigs
And women cuddly teddy bears!
There are times of peace like farts, did I tell you that yet?
The world is never as ugly as during the ends of reigns like these
The ends of times, the ends of races …”
*
In the royal court, Maghan Kon Fata would thus rest under the tree of words, where there were never any
discussions held but there was peace. That was because an agreement existed that nothing or no one had come to
the kingdom of the Mandinka through the door of surprises; the bolts had rusted: someone had locked it; through
negligence, in a mechanical motion, or with premeditation? No one could say, especially since no one seemed to
have realized it …
Now, you know that in those days any city worthy of the name had an entrance called “the door of surprises,”
for any people desirous of progress always wishes to be surprised: a new look, a discovery, a reassessment, an
emulative discomfort …
Even though the strongest locks and the sturdiest bolts would always be placed there, this door was never to be
under lock and key, at least not as long as the city’s policy was meant to be an orientation toward development. It
is through this door that artists, scholars, mystics, and other strange types who always elicit awkward questions
would enter the city …
And it was often noted that, at the very moment when incredible things were confirmed or supported, a
specimen of this sort would pass through and sometimes, quite in spite of himself, raise one of these preposterous
questions that might confuse the protagonist or completely pull him out of his embarrassment. And then they
would notice that surprise had entered the city! One ended up by confusing these people with surprise itself, and it
was not uncommon that this door would be referred to as “the door of scholars” or “the door of artists,” “the door
of mystics,” and whatever else …
And so life was lived in a kind of emulative and slightly uncomfortable excitement, most auspicious for creativity and progress …
Of course, History is familiar with tyrants who had locked the door of surprises and who discovered at their
own expense that surprise feeds, by preference, on interdiction and repression, as freedom defuses it all the more
… The most intelligent ones among them not only hastened to unbolt the locks, but remagnetized the attractive
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bells placed above these doors to give direction to surprise, making them shine like beacons and ring at the
approach of a new idea … And they would then claim it and make it the core of their systems, and so one could
hear talk of “light-kings.” …
Indeed, in the Mandinka kingdom in those days, Maghan Kon Fata’s throne was turned toward the door of
surprises at all times, but alas, it was a door that no longer inspired expectation but quiescence …
It had been half a century, easily, since surprise had entered the Mandinka kingdom! Was King Maghan always
right? Did the people and the institutions really have nothing to reassess? Or had the attractive bells of surprise
been removed or demagnetized? Might it be definitively confirmed that a flabby peace and permanent comforts
turned out to be antidotes to surprise?
The nobles purred like white maggots in a rotting palm tree! The women cackled like geese! The children
dozed, their bellies shimmering in the sun! Servants dragged their feet! Courtiers stuffed their faces with kola
nuts, hoping for an inspiration, a word sweeter than sugar! Alas! It seemed there was nothing left to expect from
the Mandinka kingdom …
The king’s griot, who understood signs such as these, was beginning to worry:
“I shall relate the battles of your fathers to future generations, oh Maghan Kon Fata. I shall recount your efforts
to keep the inheritance of your ancestors intact. But what shall I say of your creativity? You haven’t even sired the
heir as yet …”
Maghan straightened his torso and, with a gesture of irritation, swept these words aside, finding them to be
childish provocations …
“Indeed, the soothsayers all say the heir of this kingdom has not yet been born; and yet, I have a son! And quite
a strapping one!”
“Kings, as all other men, are the sons of their mothers, King Maghan! A man is worth what his mother is
worth, and the heir of this kingdom has not yet found the woman who is to bring him into the world …”
“Cherchez la femme,” the nobles playfully sang in chorus.
All eyes turned toward the door of surprises and peaceably turned away again. There was no urgency for the
birth of the heir: the king was in marvelous health. Surely he would live another half a century, and peace reigned
… Besides, was it not dangerous to rush into siring an heir thus predicted? Would he not be taking the risk of
accelerating time?
So the everyday humdrum continued without any surprise coming to the door … No surprise would ever come
of its own accord, the little rascal! It’s like luck, like evolution: often it must be seduced, pulled in by the hair,
coaxed, raped in order to be fertilized …
And real men do not believe in chance nor in spontaneous generation.
2
At this point in Grandmother’s story, Lem began to want to flee again! Had he fallen asleep, or was it that the
voice had grown silent? He didn’t hear it anymore. He felt a dullness inside that had stuck itself to his skin like
glue! And it was lasting …
Time was once again playing tricks on him and projecting him into other spaces. A telescoping of images and
sounds, a fusion of faces and names, a general chaos inside his head. A long journey full of twists and turns was
carrying him from one corner of his memory to the next, from a face to a universe. He had just taken a backward
jump of nine months. But let’s listen to him tell it himself …\fn{ I have inserted traditional single- and double-quotations in
the following text—as I have in other stories containing such insertions by their authors—to indicate that this story-within-a-story is being
told by the person other than the narrator, and to differentiate between what he is saying and the radio broadcast. This is not clear from the
text before me; and the text must be clear, from the point of view of machine-readability as well as human understanding .}

“We had occupied the steps to the chancellor’s office, blocking the chancellor’s exit, and he ended up by
calling the police. Surrounded for more than two hours, the campus was holding its breath: students and police
officers were watching each other like cocks before a cockfight, but no signal for shields to be raised had as yet
been given. People were going from one group to the next, messages were being delivered, being added to in a
whisper as some overheated and unrestrained imaginations saw fit.
And suddenly, the whine of a radio station fired everything up.
“‘For god’s sake, turn the volume up and be quiet, it’s time for the news!’ …
Ah, that hallucination, the news hour … A gigantic combat between Rumor and “Information.” … Two
monsters riding each other, devouring each other, and mutually re-creating each other …
“‘Oh, come now, be quiet, and let’s listen at least!’
“‘Order: Evacuation of all university residence halls …’
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“‘What do you know, it’s the Voice of America! It seems that Gadhafi\fn{ Muammar al-Qaddafi (1942-2011), leader of
Libya since 1969.} has assigned a veritable armada to the country to protect us from the counterrevolution!’
“‘Suspended: all salaries and all fellowships …’
“‘Hey, guys … They’re saying that the Islamic Revolution has promised aid to the comrades of the
opposition!’
“‘Investigation to reassign responsibilities …’
“‘Africa Number One says that Professor Ziwore is the head of the movement!’
“‘Measures taken for the return to a sane climate …’ Hey, they’re saying it too! Is Professor Ziwore making
this revolution while on a new honeymoon with Didi? My dear boy, how sweet it is now, this revolution, isn’t it!
“‘Latest decisions of the grand party, which met in emergency session at the palace this morning …’
“‘Do you think this is going to go on until Saturday? Because the beach outing and the dinner debate might be
—’
“‘Come on, stop it, we’re trying to listen to the news! What did they say?’
“‘Evacuate! Evacuate the premises, the school is closed.’”
Whistles blowing, billy clubs, screams, curses … and, indeed, the school was closed! Dazed, we found ourselves ‘in the street,’ faculty and students in the street! Hands and bellies empty in the street? For the first time …
And I was in ecstasy: our heads were going to be filled … at least with fire if nothing else … The word would
come to our lips. The Idea would find its shape! This time around we would liberate ourselves, there was no
doubt! We would be saved from the Drop-by-Drop-Machine … that octopus Machine that never seemed to have
an end …
The former Master had placed it there from the beginning of the new times; it was a fascinating Machine,
which spoke in the name of the people, which advocated renewal and a fuel for human enthusiasm and zeal. And
the people had intoxicated it with all their wishes, all their hopes, had put uncontrollable trust in it, which thus
released them from their responsibility and their power …
A dreadful power with which the Machine had become saturated, transforming itself into a many-headed
monster that nobody could resist any longer …
It was then that they realized that the Machine had a hold on every citizen through some vital spot: through the
belly, in the case of people who had let themselves go so far as to owe it everything, through their own laziness,
weakness, irresponsibility …
Recognition of the belly was thus obliged to prevail at the risk of interrupting the distribution of the vital
Drops …
Through the head, in the case of the hair-cream geniuses whose other intellectual brain cells had become
ossified: they owed their positions and intellectual titles only to their griot-like activity where the Machine stood,
and they stood to lose everything at the slightest sudden movement …
Still others were held through the heart: they had received the grace of faith from God and they carried its
fervor and sincerity in their voice just to convince others …
One had to take the Machine at its word: it had been there since the beginning and would be there at the end …
They were fitted with costumes and crowns …
Thus, if anyone wanted to insist on an action in order to discover the true colors of the Machine’s entrails, if
anyone attempted the slightest form of inquiry, the mere beginning of an analysis, the Machine would jam, would
close the terrifying jaws of its multiple heads, and too bad for anyone who happened to be caught inside it …
And even if one managed to escape from the jaws, one was taken care of by the horde of malcontents who
could not tolerate the lack of drops, for the Machine’s first defensive reaction was, had always been, to turn off its
faucets at the first jolt …
A one-thousand-year-old method, with which we were all familiar and which had always worked with the
same efficiency: “Walk softly, walk straight ahead to Isba, and no pushing and shoving,” and one was certain only
day by day, one’s maw connected to the daily drop-by-drop-meter that dispensed its drops …
It wouldn’t guarantee any savings, but “elsewhere you starve to death,” so it was better than nothing …
Very few people had “extras” put aside, and some teachers would count their change from every tenth of the
month on, waiting for the drops at the drop-by-drop-meter …
And here we were, the Machine officially brought to a halt! How long could we hold on without any drops?
Certainly it wasn’t going to be long before we’d go running for a handout … our hands full of support motions,
full of “whereas.” …
While awaiting this moment, anticipated in the usual scenario, we’d be glued to the radio and television
stations, for long weeks of silence in which thirty minutes of some burial, marriage, or a visit by some women’s
group would be inflicted upon us, as if the turmoil existed only in our dreams. Then through the radio-trottoir,\fn
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{Literally, the “sidewalk-radio:” hearsay—the local rumors being spread from mouth to mouth in the streets .} and meant to mollify,
would come a rumor such as: ‘A list of nonadherents has been opened at the Department of Finances. Name and
registration number will be sufficient to be cleared and paid immediately.’ Then we’d see long lines pass by, heads
lowered, and the radio-trottoir would mumble again that those folks close their eyes while eating the drop; but
then, people say all sorts of things …
Well, at the end of nine days of no drops at all, not a single support motion had as yet been considered on the
part of the leaders, while the list of the deserters registered only the small fry! That was because, for some time
now, a kind of creeping flow was shuddering its way to the belly of the Machine itself, and Ziworé, my professor,
was mentioned. Tracts, secret meetings, strikes, while the radio-trottoir seemed to be changing its sources of
information and conveying rumors that contradicted the Machine!
No one before Ziworé had ever looked so closely at the inside of the Machine’s belly without being crushed,
assimilated! Where did he get this power? Gossipmongers said that he was voluntarily being used this way by the
Machine in order to make the youth toe the line better and to inject himself with some new blood when the
Machine would take over again, would take him with all his disciples once again. For he was going to be rehabilitated, there was no doubt! The Machine would set the price, he knew that, and would try to raise the bids …
Despite everything, we all had faith in him: we were his power, spearheads who wished for the end of the reign
of the Machine with such intensity. For us, he was like Ngok Ikwèn,\fn{ Ngok Ikwèn Manyim: from a folk tale, the name of
a head-strong boy who is asked by a multi-headed monster to “climb on my shoulder, climb on my lips” so he can swallow him; however,
the child comes prepared with a pocketknife and a mash of hot pepper, ginger, and other fiery spices, which he rubs into the monster’s
intestines after first slashing these with his little knife. Ngok Ikwèn is symbolic of the person who enters, indeed infiltrates, a system in
order to fight it from the inside. In the folk tale, the monster howls, and then is slain .} the intrepid hero of the old tales. An old

woman had given him a poisoned hot pepper, made even hotter with chili pepper, so he could rid himself of a
multi-headed monster who was blocking the road to evolution …
Fortunate is the man who, like Ngok Ikwèn, has sharpened his knife with care and prepared his hot peppers:
the conscience of the elite, the fervor of the people! Before undertaking the long descent into the belly of the
beast. He slashes the intestines, the heart, the liver, all the “basic organs.” …
The now paralyzed Machine, its monster jaws locked in pain, sent terrifying SOS signals to its condemned
soul in a funereal chant that would make cowards tremble, and those hooked on the drops as well! The monster
begs for water to extinguish the fire in its belly, the awareness in its gut, and it is so thirsty that it swallows the
bucket whole and the beloved spouse along with it!
*
“Dearest spouse daughter of the waters
To Ngo Minyèm Mi Tulép
Please give me a bit of water just a little bit
Pistols submachine guns grenades and armored tanks
Just a bit of water
Since I’ve been crushing the opponents
Since I’ve been swallowing the rebels
Bailly Telli Ouandié
Just a little water
I had never before swallowed anything like this
I have just swallowed unexpected brambles
John-John Sankara hard-headed and tough
Just a little bit of water
They’re sawing into my entrails and putting pepper in them
They’re sucking me dry and deriding me
They’re undermining my authority
They’re giving me smiles that rip the grimace off my face
Please give me a bit of water just a little bit
A few dollars in billions
Mirages and Phantoms
A few bombs to bomb with
A few tons of vetoes
Operation slam on the brakes
Please give me a bit of water just a little bit
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Subversion in their heart
Betrayal for their end
Just a little water
Minyèm Minyèm Minyèm eh …”
*
But Ngok Ikwen continues his breakthrough until the monster gives up the ghost, even if it means dying with
him, even if, God forbid, his knife were no longer sharp enough to open the monster’s belly and break the villainous bars! Biko,\fn{Stephen Biko (1946-1977), South African political leader.} Mandela,\fn{Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela (19182013), South African political leader, winner of the 1993 Nobel Peace Prize, the first black president of South Africa (1994-1999) .} and
you, Ngok Ikwèn Manyim!
And so we were becoming overjoyed as we saw ourselves already among the new heroes, those who would
have rid the people of this subjugating Machine, we Liberators of the masses.
Alas, quietly the list of names of the deserters began to grow longer and threatened to reach unanimity without
the Machine deciding to put its meter back to work! It became necessary to flee the city for the village, where
there is enough manioc for everyone …
And the journey went on and on, jostled me about and curdled my blood until I was ready to vomit! And once
again I cried out calling for Grandmother.
“Madjo! Is this going to go on much longer? Will this go on forever?”
*
I really mean it, my brother is an exceptional being! You’ve got to admit that when he tells a story it blows you
away …
In any event, that was certainly Madjo’s opinion, since she answered him so that she could bring him back
close to her and take him along into this other tale, where they were together and perhaps happier …
*
“Yes, too long, Child of mankind.
It always goes on too long for those who want to act and who meticulously prepare their plan in the shadow. It
is always like that before the messiahs, it was like that before Sundjata the Buffalo-Lion of the Mandinka, don’t
you see?
*
“They were counting the moments the moons the seasons
The castes could not take the waiting any longer
They decided to throw the bait into the water
They decided to set the trap
Blacksmiths Hunters Griots Craftsmen
Merchants
The crucial-occult forces of the people
They divided their tasks
The castes …
And they were all there that evening
And they were with a woman Sogolon Kédjou …
Daughter of pure gold
Daughter of a Master of fire and a Hunter’s daughter
Daughter of the land of Do …”
*
The royal house of the land of Do was in decline in those days. Not only had there not been any alliance with
other powerful royal houses, but it had been a very long time since any new blood had invigorated the failing
lineage …
Therefore, the king of Do decided to seek new blood and chose the daughter of a powerful marabou hunter …
Alas, the young girl had already chosen another man, a blacksmith master-of-fire, and was expecting his child.
The enraged king had the blacksmith banished and took possession of the young woman, pregnancy and all …
And the child was born. A girl. A relief. No problems of succession, of land, which a woman always finds
through marriage …
Had the child been a boy, the king would have been obliged to get rid of him so that he would not make claims
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to the throne and bypass his own children, which he was now going to sire with his chosen wife …
The little girl did not resemble the king at all; the insinuations and rumors created just a bit of embarrassment,
which would be eliminated as soon as she began to grow up: they would marry her off as quickly as possible and
put an end to all this! Is that why she grew to have such an open aversion to marriage, which in her eyes became a
rejection of her personality, sexual segregation, and male domination? In any event, she swore that she would
never marry anyone at all unless she herself had chosen him. But how? She was beautiful and growing up fast,
and women were given away in marriage according to the interest and the alliances of families. In those days her
opinion would not be asked.
She told herself that it would be enough to discourage any suitors, to find some way of not pleasing them …
So they watched her neglect all those household tasks that validated womanhood and devote herself to the most
difficult of masculine tasks, even those that require a previous initiation such as the hunt, first hunting small game
before moving up to the largest … Very soon she was rumored to be a sorceress … And she would have wept with
joy: the timid and the conformists would thus automatically be eliminated from the list of suitors!
One day, as she was tracking a herd of buffalo, she witnessed a scene that made the masculine tribe permanently nauseating to her: a pregnant female was obviously having great difficulty giving birth; it was very clear she
would never manage all by herself. She was rolling on the ground, biting trees in order not to bellow so violently
as to lose herself. Throughout all this, the rutting male was running after all the young females in the group,
making revolting orgiastic noises! Reveling and wanton romping around the mortified laboring female who was
struggling desperately. The male, blinded by his rut and not managing to catch up with a young female, brutally
jumped on the female in labor, who was crazed with pain and pointed her horns into the male’s belly, literally
disemboweling him! In one irresistible leap, putting all caution aside, our huntress pounced upon the male and
finished him off, dispersing the rest of the herd. Then her eyes met those of the laboring female, and she sensed
the encounter. And she began to speak softly to the animal as if to a friend and helped her through the delivery …
And the miracle occurred: the animal spoke to her and asked what she might do for her to give proof of her
gratitude.
“Pass some of your appearance on to me so that the ordinary mortal will never be able to consider me beautiful, will never desire me, so that I may be free to marry only the one whom I will have chosen, the one who can
see me as I really am inside.”
So the female buffalo passed her hump, her blackness, and her terrifying ugliness on to the young woman,
together with part of her strength. She in turn gave some of her golden blood to the animal, and so it is that she
found herself with a golden tail. The golden tail by which the buffalo who ravaged the country of Do could be
described, as she went killing all the males that came across her path, males both animal and human.
The young woman hoisted the male buffalo on her back as if he were a simple gazelle, and went to the king to
offer him her first true big game. Everyone fled before her, taking her for a sorceress who had failed in a metamorphosis, for she was now as ugly as a buffalo.
And they called her Sogolon, the buffalo-woman. A great void was created around her, and, having thus
eliminated all “people in rut,” as she called them, from her life, she was at leisure to seek and discover those who
were preoccupied with other things, those who were preparing the rebirth, and they were not among the nobles of
the royal court, alas!
In those days, the masters of Energy Renewal were among the castes. She aligned herself with them, and they
taught her the cause of things and prepared her to fulfill a great destiny …
*
“And so she was there that evening
The woman-buffalo of gold ripe with the desire to serve at last
For she had ripened her desire to lend form to the Ancestor- Spirit
And to prepare her modeling clay. . . .
Stop your moaning Child
And I shall cover you with praise-names
‘Sweetness and Slowness child of Running and of Violence’
‘Noises of snail’s steps one cannot hear you’
‘Your tracks are seen.’ …
Stop your weeping I’ll tell you the mystery of the male:
He is a myriad of atoms scattered elements
He is dust and grains of sand
So as to be form force
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So as to become volume figure rock marble
Woman is needed
Binding him unifier creator
God is woman and woman knows it
And woman keeps it silent
God knows why …
This is why man is afraid of woman
And why he so prizes the first place on earth …
That evening Child there was woman
Ideas are spirit-elements that take shape
Inside the body of woman
And she was ready she for whom they were waiting
Soglon Kedjou
She was there the Mother-god
And the Occult Ones were going to be able to lay down the Egg of the Spirit.”
*
But in the royal court of the Mandinka, underneath the tree of words, the throne of Maghan still stood, turned
toward the door of surprises, surprises nobody expected any longer …
And yet, on the other side of the walls, surprise had begun to tremble for several moons now …
It showed itself by the paw prints of civet cats and pagoda cocks in the sand and in the markings of geomancy.
It was tormenting dreams of the king, whose mood was beginning to change …
And while words and gestures at court were becoming mechanisms, the castes were growing active.
“To the future generations,” the griot would tirelessly repeat, “I shall relate the combats of your fathers, oh
Maghan Kon Fata, my king, I shall recount your efforts to keep the inheritance of your ancestors intact. But what
shall I say of your creativity?”
“Cherchez la femme,” the nobles intoned and shifted again into their usual thick laughter …
That thick laughter that would transform crises into cunning latencies, emergencies into proceedings pending,
the essential into nothing. But this time the griot insisted:
“What message shall I deliver from you, oh my king?”
“Is a personal message absolutely necessary? Hasn’t it all already been said?”
“Not on your life, oh my king! All will never be said, all will never be done as long as the door of surprises is
there; discovery and novelty will always be possible, oh Great Maghan!”
“Well, so be it! Listen carefully to me then:
*
“To the future generations
You will recount my message of violence
You will say that I have dreamed of a whip
With which to thrash their buttocks their heads their hands
To get them out of their lethargy
I have dreamed of knives and of billhooks
To recircumsize them and shed them of any soft spots
To straighten them out and put them back into combat!”
*
“But there is peace, oh king!” the choking nobles exclaimed. “Why do battle and against whom?”
*
“Against oneself!
Against the pretexts bad faith, good conscience
Against all laziness
Against the immobilism-system fear ugliness
I bequeath to the future generations
All knives swords and hooks of my kingdom
To perforate all these obscenities through and through
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And to find some of man’s dignity again.”
*
And, since the king caused surprise for the first time, they heard knocking at the door of surprises! A great
silence fell …
The griot sent his son to open the door, but the bolts had rusted. Yet, someone stubbornly continued to knock
desperately. Who was this lost soul who hadn’t been able to find the usual doors?
“Well, surprise of course,” answered the king while he straightened himself as if to welcome a fiancée or
someone of great .importance.
The nobles, who stood unconsciously frozen at attention, had been literally transformed into a solid block of
surprise …
The bolts finally gave way, and a hunter stepped across the fragments of the padlocks as he entered, but he
almost fell over backwards when he saw all these people, tense and taut as crossbows in wartime; he was about to
pronounce the famous formula of invisibility that shields hunters from perfidious attack, when the voice of the
griot reassured him:
“Peace be with the stranger who follows or who guides surprise straight to the door of a people worthy of the
name. King Maghan Kon Fata accepts you as his guest and asks that you enjoy the Mandinka hospitality to the
fullest …”
There was another silence, then the hunter came forward, greeted everyone as ritual requires, the people first,
then the king:
“May Kondolon ni\fn{And.} Sané\fn{For the Mandinka these are the two—twin—gods of hunters .} make me a good
disciple of my masters, may my tongue never be more nimble than my arm, my abdomen never more skillful than
my reason, nor my vanity stronger than my perception of the truth! Oh, Mandinka People, from the land of Do I
have been following some game and I have killed it right here at your gates. I have come to give you your share
and I thank the king for his willingness to accept this.”
“The kingdom of the Mandinka is your home, Simbon Sogosogo Sala Ba, great hunter, you who know and
respect knowledge-of-being and knowledge-of-doing.”
At a gesture of the king, the visitor was made comfortable. The game was carried in and carved up according
to custom; the hunter’s share was hung to be smoked with aromatic herbs; the rest of the meat was prepared for
the evening meal and copiously sprinkled with niamakoudji\fn{A ginger-based, lemonade-like drink.} and dolo.\fn{Millet beer.}
At the end of the meal, the griot asked, in the name of the king, for a divination reading.
The hunter once again invoked the name of Kondolon and Sané, the twin gods of hunters, praying to them to
allow his eyes to be more piercing than his tongue, and his tongue to be as exact as his arm … Only then did he
trace a geomantic figure in the soil and take out some cowrie shells. After throwing the cowries down a few times,
his voice became audible, soft and precise:
“Mystery fills the world, oh king, and I shall speak only of what I see. The tallest trees like the smallest ones
grow from a tiny seed. Who can recognize a great king in a tiny drop of sperm? The strong are born from the
weak, the handsome from the ugly. Where is truth?”
He turned around as if to look for it on the faces, stomachs, legs, any place where his inquisitive gaze would
rest; the nobles, feeling ill at ease, straightened up in competition with each other, attempting to suck in their
paunches, to close their legs and gaping mouths, wide open in a revelatory lack of self-awareness …
And the hunter kept on searching for the truth; he was throwing, gathering up, and re-throwing the cowries on
traces of geomancy, which he would draw with an unsettling dexterity.
“Ah, but … I see! I see two men arriving over there …”
Everyone turned excitedly toward the door of surprises, which now stood wide open onto the night’s blackness, and they remained alert as if they were expecting to be hit by an arrow! The hunter gathered up his cowries
and brought them to his lips, murmuring a litany to them, and then threw them back on the ground.
“Destiny is marching toward the Mandinka with huge steps, followed by two hunters and a woman. A new star
has risen in the East and heaven is illuminated! All peoples are coming out of the night!”
One could sense his enormous exaltation as he faced his vision and spoke with a vibrant voice that gave people
goose-bumps.
The griot had to interrupt him briefly, fearing he might go into a trance.
“Easy now, Simbon, and please speak in the king’s tongue, the clear words of this clear land! Speak, the king is
listening to you …”
But he arched up even more and shouted at the griot:
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“Griot! Receive and relay the message of the Earth to your king. Receive it in the tongue of the Earth and
translate it into the language of the king, that is your duty! A king of integrity, but without any ambition other than
to transmit peace to his heirs! But the handsome king has not yet sired an heir! Destiny is marching to the
Mandinka with huge steps, preceded by two men; two hunters followed by a woman. An ugly woman, really ugly.
The kind of ugliness that gives birth to beauty and light! The Child will be born and will give immortality back to
mankind, and fear shall be buried with his placenta. Destiny marches on, is marching with huge steps and might
become lost. In order to bring it here with all certainty, the king shall immolate a red bull to nourish the earth with
this blood of power and to render it fragrant and appealing …”
He gathered up his cowrie shells and put them away. He wiped his mouth with both his hands and erased the
traces on the ground: he had spoken …
*
“Cease your roaming child of mankind
And I am calling you by your name
The name by which you shall respond to the Eternal
‘Son-Courage
Lion heart tortoise heart
All warm all patient
All transparent all discreet-secret’
Nothing is stronger than a heart that looks at itself and reflects
Sees itself recognizes itself knows itself and is silent
And reacts and acts!
It will attract every light every shade of difference
Every energy of life
Magnet-Spiral radiating with courage and man’s survival
It defies space and does not know time
Son-Courage seat your heart inside the belly
And I shall reveal the secret of the man of courage
Hilolombi\fn{The god of gods, the most ancient of the ancients for the Bassa; the literal meaning is “the most ancient”.} as you
know
Makes grace rain down once every year
During the season of hailstones
Like children the men go off to collect the gifts
Happy the child who has found a moonstone among the hailstones
And most happy the man who gathers up aspiration among the gifts
The hailstones melt away, the moonstone remains
As does aspiration taller than anyone’s head
And bigger than the stomach
The man who picks that up finds courage with it
While others crawl he jumps high
When all heads are riveted to the ground
His gaze searches the clouds
His stomach becomes hollow to leave some space for the moonstone
When all other bellies stuff themselves with hailstones …
Stop your weeping then
Heart of fire heart of moonstone
Raise your eyes to the heights” …
*
Yes, and Grandmother, too, had spoken. But had the wind carried her words away to points of strength that
determine achievement or had it left them to flutter about wherever hesitation, doubt, and fear might carry them,
those emotions that drain the active energy that brings success? These doubts, fears, this quavering that would
always send Lem off into flight?
A flight like an arabesque, a dance, a flight that runs from itself to the point of telling lies in front of a mirror.
Since he tried to slip away from her again, she spoke to him one day:
“You flee and you walk the way others dance, but, you see, me, I want only warriors’ steps and not dance
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steps. Life is not complete without death, and freedom feeds on suffering. Look deeply into your pain and your
failures and you’ll see freedom spread itself into petals of giving, excelling, and providing service. Draw from it
deeply! But draw from it with all your senses and your hands open wide! I want only warriors’ steps. Each step is
a step toward life or toward death. Each step must be taken resolutely, as if it were to be the very last one, because, in fact, it could be the very last one.”
She hugged him close to her body, and he became intoxicated with her scent. She now had an astonishing face,
on a long neck, and this put her gaze out of reach. And she murmured to him:
“So take my blood, son of an evil serpent, and let it prohibit your abdication …”
Every one of his senses panicked, and Lem was afraid he would see himself grow other heads, other arms,
other sex organs, and become a dragon of desire. Raucous cries escaped from him, and he heard them as sounds
coming from outside, enemies. Again he closed his eyes and tears sprang from them with the force of a longdelayed ejaculation. He was trembling now and speaking without any concern for the coherence of his words.
3
Madjo, I shall never be a soldier.
Shouted commands stupefy me and the noise of weapons drives me insane! Hate-filled eyes frighten me as
much as eyes full of love. Fear, they say, makes men evil, and maybe I am not a man: fear freezes my hands and
puts fire at my tail, and irresistibly I flee!
The next time, I will not scream again! I won’t close my eyes, I won’t hold myself back. I shall see the depth
of life, I shall look death in the face. The next time …
And every time …
Oh Madjo, how does one become a warrior?
As soon as your smile grows dim and your voice grows silent, chaos takes over and wins every battle: time
becomes confused, spaces superimpose themselves, noise of boots, slogans and curse words … dignity has lived
its life! And your grandson once again becomes a trembling little child, and once again I take to my heels.
Ah yes! I had fled again! And yet … I was one of the most ardent among those who carried the banner of the
strike and led the flood tide of the revolution (to think that we were calling it that). But the radio journalist aired a
commentary, vehement in its own way, that the “great party’s” communique should be upheld:
“This is a pathetic attempt at destabilization, hatched in a most cowardly fashion by the external enemy, who
has corrupted …”
I took to my heels without listening to the rest! Could it be that I had participated in selling out the country?
That there really had been a coalition against our institutions, organized by the Foreigner, and that we had been
mere tools? But what had we received in exchange when swapping the country? We had nothing, we were as
empty as always, empty heads, empty hands …”
“And what if it were just the simple hope for an overdose of drops?” my navel whispered, and I fled, I fled …
Truly, was it merely for that? I no longer knew anything at all! Still, come to think of it really, what had
happened?
We had rebelled against too many failures. We had risen up against scornful insinuations regarding our
abilities. That’s only human, isn’t it?
And then, too, we were tired of hearing about the economic crisis while some people—and always the same
ones—kept on moving nice and steady, and with them their most distant relatives!
Then they spoke to us of our laziness, our lack of consciousness, our incompetence, how educational standards
were becoming miserably low, without ever explaining in what way this was our fault! Making us doubt our abilities, was that not simply a way by which to condition us into accepting the fact there would be no employment
guaranteed at the end of a course of study the direction of which had been imposed upon us?
Perhaps we should have demanded a more competent faculty, more logical programming, a more realistic educational approach, better adapted to our needs. Undoubtedly, we should have denounced certain rotten situations
by refusing to adhere to them ourselves.
But … they had insulted us! After all these centuries of insults. Our blood had curdled only once! A voice said:
“We’ll break down their building and take revenge.”
It wasn’t very convincing, but we left anyway.
Our revenge against whom?
In what way?
And why should we tear everything apart?
Could the country afford the luxury of being torn apart?
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Was that what revolution was?
Or was it perhaps the form of revolution that suited us?
How would the thousand-year-old Machine react, and then what would we do?
We hadn’t thought about that; we only knew that we could no longer, would no longer accept these things: they
had to be brought to an end …
*
And, as might have been expected, the Machine had indicated “Tilt”!
And there they were with their arms dangling, as if surprised by some anesthesia running its course, hanging
on to every word from radio and television stations, only to be subjected to news of marriages and burials …
Weeks of silence that just about denied their very existence, small corners of happiness and natural disasters
that would laugh at their small-time metaphysical anguish, as if “a man who is hungry” could afford the luxury of
reflection! Africa was hungry; all she had to do was be content to search for her sustenance!
And Lem took flight, fled from this custom-made destiny, cut too small for his thirst for action. And he was
fleeing, fleeing, and Madjo’s voice had trouble bringing him back to precisely this point of the Story, where a
higher will seemed to be trying desperately to impose an inescapable destiny toward certain turning points of life.
*
“Child of mankind stop running
Stop running your destiny is running after you
The day of your birth is like the end of the night
Even if there is an eclipse, light bursts forth and derides the clouds black with storms …
Yes the day of your birth is like the birth of the night
The One-eyed Monarch peers out in vain
Earth turns its back to him and darkness sings in praise of its life
What can you do better than live your life and die of your death
For if you do not go toward your life it will go to you
And if you flee from your death it will ram into you!
So stop running and let your destiny catch up with you
And live and die with eyes wide open
Facing your life your death
Facing yourself
Do you see?
One morning, the Mandinka’s destiny caught up with him.”
*
Two hunters arrived at the door of surprises, followed by a woman; a woman so ugly that one couldn’t tell
whether she was young or old. Her eyes bulged from her head as if to look at everything the world did not dare
look at. Her mouth would have devoured everything the world had wasted, and never would there be enough air
for her enormous nostrils to breathe.
And wasn’t it every crime in the world that she was carrying there inside the hump on her back? She was
walking with a stoop, looking pitiful, with a hint of supreme compassion that inspired respect and contemplation,
so strong that people felt like looking up at heaven, sensing that beauty had fled from this earth!
Yes, indeed, Sogolon was ugly …
The two hunters offered her to the king, in homage to his very great hospitality. They recounted that they had
won this woman for having killed a buffalo who was destroying the land of Do. The buffalo had already killed a
hundred and seven hunters and injured another seventy-seven, looking for greatness-empty-of-compensation …
And the buffalo had found it in them. The king of Do had promised the most beautiful princess to the one who
would kill this dreadful buffalo with the golden tail. They had chosen this princess on the very advice of the
buffalo, who had made them promise they would ask for her before submitting to them. The two hunters thought
that the great king Maghan deserved this amazing virgin …
Maghan accepted: had he not watered the ground with the warm and strong blood of a red bull in order to
guide the steps of the ugly woman toward him?
It was decided that the marriage would take place when the moon was full. The new princess visited the kingdom, and the people came running to see this woman who was so ugly that she again caused them to raise their
eyes to the skies above …
Truly, she was a king’s wife: an ordinary mortal would never have had the strength or the courage to offer
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himself such a sight, for truly she was a sight! Even Maghan himself couldn’t bring himself to enter Sogolon’s
bed for several days after the wedding. As soon as he would come near, he had the impression he was being
pricked by the hair and the horns of a buffalo! And he would slink away …
This went on for forty nights! Maghan had gone through every stage: he had lost his appetite and his imposing
bearing; he lost his serenity and became irascible, then fell silent, and then became solitary. Truly, surprise had
returned to the Mandinka kingdom! The nobles had to leave their comfortable waiting place underneath the tree of
words. The village would grow empty at the first light of dawn, as the people followed in the silent wake of their
king, who would attack trees and big game. The women were growing crops here and there as they whispered
together; at night, people were going to bed with the chickens because the king was in a hurry once again to go to
battle with the invincible Sogolon.
Sweet nothings and flattery passed over her as dew over a rose petal of porcelain: it left no traces! Threats
caused her to rise to her full height, and her gaze then became untenable. Any discussion was nipped in the bud:
she wanted nothing to do with a worm on his knees begging for her attention; she wanted nothing to do with a
brute whose only claim was the power of his muscles! She needed neither gold nor silver nor power, and as far as
love was concerned, she swore there was none of it left on earth! And Maghan twisted and turned, desperately
seeking some way to convince her. He was waging the first real battle of his life. He lost sleep over it!
This had been going on for forty nights. That evening, as he was watching the One-eyed Monarch give up his
place for the moon, the last red ray blazing in gold as if to bring greater strength to the queen of the night, he felt
as if a veil was being torn inside his head, there near his forehead, at his temples, at the crown of his skull. He was
so overwhelmed that he lost all notion of time.
When he came to, darkness had long ago taken over from the daylight, for there was no daytime without night
and no night without daytime to complete the full cycle of the day. He understood that she was night and he was
day. He felt serene, and for the first time the day rose within him. He went to take a bath, changed, and perfumed
his body as would a bridegroom. When he returned to the room of Sogolon Kedjou, he thought he was seeing the
young woman for the first time and found her to be as profound as life itself, her eyes like an all-knowing mirror;
her skin was warm and soft like a motherly breast and a scent of beehive and honey …
A deep desire began to ascend from the very base of his vital core and rise like a tide. He entered her bed, and
without a word they gave themselves to each other.
*
Oh Madio this desire deep desire for you
Tidal wave to be contained at any price
And the scent of beehive honey drug-scent
And your gaze transposed onto other faces
And one of my other faces hovering over you like that scent
Like a fog
And your hand that guides me and holds me back
My love of many faces
Grandmother in the night …
*
“That very night, Sogolon conceived the child foretold
The child that was going to be the alliance between the buffalo’s secret represented by his mother
And the lion’s secret long and deeply buried inside his father …
The day that you must die, Child, you shall be drowned in a spring!
The day that you must be born it is hot too hot inside your mother’s womb”
*
“Even if you grow wings son your destiny will catch you
Have I told you that before?
And so he was born as if despite himself
Twelve moons later, the child foretold like a water well
Limbs as long as times of trouble
And a belly as round as the moon.”
*
They came from across the whole world to see this long-awaited child, who was eating enough to devour a
kingdom and growing like a weed and who, seven years later, was still not walking!
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*
Eyes as wide as windows and a mouth
Sundjata as they called him
Was born with a head as big as his father’s kingdom
*
He crawled like a boa, dragging a swarm of filth behind him, among which there were the passersby, flies and
spies, beggars and parasites of all kinds …
Sogolon gave birth to two other children, daughters who with their mother were subjected to the mockery: had
anyone ever seen a crawling buffalo, a crippled lion …
Sassouma Berete, the rival, laughed her malicious laughter like a waterfall, saying to anyone who was willing
to listen that she preferred having a simple human son than a crippled buffalo-lion that crawled around eating shit!
For Sundjata even ate cow dung! He was really a half-starved land looking desperately for fertilizer.
And his mother would weep with despair and shame. Her husband absolutely insisted on having another son,
convinced that this one was not the predicted child. And each time, a daughter would be born. And Sogolon knew
it would always be like that.
Sundjata was indeed the one she had been waiting for. But why was he not walking?
Every sign had indicated it was he: the sudden eclipse of the sun at his birth, preceded by a storm. That horde
of hunters who had all come together in front of the door of surprises, some pursuing a buffalo, others a lion,
which they had killed there, at the very moment he gave his first cry! The blacksmiths who had come to bring him
gifts of golden rings and that sword. And then the king’s griot who had given him his son to watch over the child!
All the occult forces had recognized him; but why was he not walking?
Maghan Kon Fata, feeling the approach of his death, called in a marabou and a simbon.\fn{A master of the hunt.}
To whom should he leave his kingdom? One doesn’t entrust a kingdom to a cripple. And his oldest son was
already seventeen years old, had passed through the hunters’ initiation and was circumcised …
“Great trees first root deeply into the soil before they rise majestically to the sky,” said the master of the hunt.
“Birds must bring their feathers in close before they take flight,” added the marabou.
“The man who is to bring the Mandinka dignity must first bring in all his slumbering energies to himself.”
“A new star has risen in the East, but in the West there were too many clouds,” the simbon said again:
“One must remain belly to the ground so as to let the storm-chasers pass through, and the light shall shine.”
“Destiny is marching with huge steps toward the Mandinka, who will not be able to hide from it,” the marabou
insisted.
“Oh king, do not entrust the kingdom to your oldest son. He will make a point of taking it himself, but he shall
not be able to occupy a place he is not capable of filling. Entrust the secret of the succession to your griot, who
will reveal it to the nobles when the right time comes.”
So they spoke and went away, and the king kept their counsel in mind.
*
During this time, Sassouma Berete was scheming as much as she could, inciting the nobles to have the king
designate her son as heir to the throne. Was that not normal, in fact? Was her son not the oldest, the natural choice
to succeed his father? Sure, he was neither lion nor buffalo, but he could walk, and he was a formidable hunter. In
case of war, one could at least count on his skill; while a cripple …
And Sundjata just went on dragging along the ground stuffing himself with cow dung and sheep turds.
And his mother continued her lamenting and scolded him: what was he waiting for to start walking?
Had she not suffered enough yet, had she not paid her debts?
Had she not been humiliated enough?
Sundjata threw his mother an angry look, whereupon she averted her eyes, then he went crawling off in another direction.
Seven years Child! A complete cycle of uninterrupted contact with the earth, the dust, the bottom of the ladder!
For seven years Sundjata was crawling on the ground!
*
“Then came the day that he was to walk
Inescapable as the day of birth and the day of death
That day, son, rocks dissolve underneath your feet
If the sky does not fall on your skull!”
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*
Maghan Kon Fata had gone to join his ancestors, and Sassouma was acting as regent, as she had always
dreamed! Her son would lose the throne forever if she did not impose her will. Besides, it was for herself that she
wanted the power, not for that ton of flesh of a son, whose sole ambition it was to go after small game! How could
a man so big and so strong in appearance be so weak and so small on the inside? For truly, Sassouma’s son was
small and weak. He was barely competent in executing orders. But would he manage to conceive ideas and take
initiative? Sassouma wore herself out encouraging him to acts of bravery, hoping he would develop a taste for
greatness.
*
Then came the day that Sundjata was to walk
Inescapable as the night as the day
Everything is a pretext for the deed that must be accomplished
That day, there was some jesting as usual
Sassouma’s son had brought his mother leaves from the baobab tree
And she was rejoicing in all this attention
What a pleasure to have a son who stands on his two legs
In truth even if he is not a lion
He can climb a baobab tree
Pick the most tender of leaves for his mother
Those sweet and aroma-filled condiments
Never to be tasted by sterile women …
Nor by the mother of a cripple!
That day Child
Sogolon could no longer control herself. . . .
*
She burst into loud sobs, went off to grab her son and shook him as one shakes a plum tree; she accused him of
being an unworthy son, whose mother would never know the taste of baobab leaves. She pummeled him, scolded
him, insulted him, beat him black and blue and screamed in his stead, enough to cut off her breath forever.
Her cries resounded inside Sundjata’s huge head and made his entire body vibrate as the storm shakes a reed.
An interminable cry. An eternal cry. A cry that might give life or take it away. Sundjata received life for a second
time. He stared at his mother intently and said to her:
*
“Fine, I shall walk
Bring me a stick
Today I shall walk.”
*
Sundjata’s griot did not wait to hear this repeated. He ran to the blacksmiths to ask for a stick. Think of it, to
the blacksmiths! In the royal forge there was a steel bar that had been there for so long that the name of the
blacksmith who had made it had been long since forgotten …
It took seven people to transport the bar into Sundjata’s court: blacksmiths, hunters, and the court’s griots. Had
they not thrown the bait into the water together? Together they must pull up the fish. And that day, they were once
again with a woman: Sogolon Kedjou.
Sundjata grabbed the steel bar with one hand as if it were a simple stick. He clutched it, and such strength
poured forth from him that he might have seemed to be changing the world’s axis! Raucous sounds came from his
abdomen and his chest; the cracking of his joints made one think of the fall of a baobab tree! And all around there
was nothing but silence. All the people were holding their breath and stopped moving as if to lend him their
energy.
Our Lion finally tore himself away from the ground. He took a first staggering step, then a second one, a third,
and with the fifth step he let go of the steel bar. A real gasp came from everyone’s heart, and in one second the
news spread to the four corners of Niani-Ba:
Sundjata was walking!
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With her knees, hands, and forehead on the ground, Sogolon gave thanks to the ancestors: her mission was on
the right path. At the same moment that she wanted to get up, she heard Sundjata’s voice:
“You wanted baobab leaves, Mother? Well, here they are!”
She raised her eyes and saw an entire baobab tree lying before her, with roots and all! The first deed of Sundjata standing upright had been to uproot a baobab!
*
All in its own time Child
Stop running your destiny is running after you. …
*
In the village, the convulsions of Lem’s navel had stopped. The radio was forced to admit that some were
being headstrong. Among these was his professor, Ziworé. And he said to me:
*
“As long as he remains standing
Dirt will never enter my mouth
The nape of my neck will never touch the dust
My head will not accept emptiness any more
My feet will grow roots deep into the heart of the earth
And my eyes will sweep the stars
As long as Ziworé remains standing
My heart will walk with my man’s head held high
And whether it displeases my navel or not
Never again will they see me tremble
Never again will they see me take to my heels
Oh Nyambe, make him stand for nine moons
The nine moons that a newly circumcised boy needs to become a complete man
I ask you this with all of my being.”
*
And so he was praying as the hour of the newscast approached, with such anguish that I couldn’t help but join
him in his prayer as I added:
“May it be so, O Nyambe, and you shall be praised forever, for the rest of my lives.”
*
Time is long Child
And man is in a rush
Life is a full cube
And all man sees is a flat surface
And when the images are three-dimensional
There still remain the contents people do not see
How poor are the five senses, Son!
*
And surely, they saw Sundjata walk, hunt, they heard him roar, Son. His voice was authority itself. His eyes,
his huge eyes of fire, his arms, powerful arms of steel, that’s what people believed, that’s what they heard. But,
Child, what did they know of his knowledge, of what went on inside him? What could they possibly know?
Which eyes were capable of seeing the rainbow in the depth of night?
*
Yet
While he was nailed to the ground
He learned the secret of the air: the pure air of words of truth, of the most sacred history of his people.
When he rose up into the air
He learned the secret of the earth
84

The earth of the hunt and of healing herbs
And it was revealed to him why the buffalo was his mother’s double
The only thing seen and heard was that he was given the title Simbon hereafter: Master of the hunt
Life unfolds and is unveiled under our eyes under our nose
The greatest of mysteries resound in our ears
The most powerful magic flows in our veins underneath our skin
The eternal word melts on our tongue
And we see only smoke
How poor are the five senses, Son!
*
Sundjata would get to know water, he had to know fire, inexorably one could assume, but how was he to attain
that knowledge? Who was going to initiate him? When? Where? Those were questions nobody gave any thought
to.
Really, people like what awes them and are only rarely interested in the reasons why. It is enough that power
appears to give of itself
And Sundjata seemed truly to be giving of himself. He proved himself to be the most hardworking, more
rigorous with himself than with others. His bearing said:
“Ever further.” His gaze replied:
“Ever higher.” His hands confirmed:
“Ever more beautiful.” His mouth went one step further:
“Ever more true.” And the mediocre were being driven up the wall with indignation!
And Sassouma Berete saw her dreams of power collapse: her son was becoming more and more unobtrusive
and was willingly serving Sundjata. He felt comfortable when close to that tower of strength, as it directed him,
showed him the best way in which to exploit and express himself, that strength that channeled him and helped
him to avoid the aggravations of choice and responsibility.
Sassouma conceived the plan of killing Sundjata. She wanted nothing to do with this giant who seemed able to
overshadow everything, to the great joy of his people. She wanted to be tall and stretch her head to the clouds.
She wanted power for its own sake and for herself. Never would she give up her place. If her son wanted no part
of power, then she would take it herself! And it was necessary to get rid of Sundjata.
She called upon the assembly of witches.
The nine most fearsome witches of the Mandinka. She made them believe that Sundjata was becoming a public
danger.
Thirsting for power. She complained about his selfishness. And, as you know, Child, nothing is more contemptible than a selfish sovereign, true?
The witches decided to rid the Mandinka of the scourge, of shame.
When the time for the first harvest arrived, they went to Sundrata’s field to pick the first fruits: corn, okra,
eggplant, and the first ripe tomatoes. They arranged it so that they would be surprised by Sundjata, hoping in this
way to unleash his rage, which would have given them the right to retaliate. For you know, don’t you, child, that
sorcery is also an art of harmony? One retaliates only with the echo of the attacking force.
Sundjata moved toward the witches, his left knee on the ground, his head lowered, signs of humility and deep
respect, and said to them:
“How absent-minded I am, mothers of mine! I hadn’t yet noticed that the first fruit had already ripened, and
thus I have been lax in my duty to bring the first picking to your home, as a son owes it to his mothers. You are
teaching me the lesson I need to learn. I beg you to accept my most sincere apologies and to allow me to make up
for my error.”
As he said this, he filled the basket of each one of the nine old women and ordered his servants to escort his
mothers home.
Surprised by this irreproachable behavior, the witches were completely nonplused and understood that they
were dealing with something much stronger than they. They knew that this clearly was the man who had to be the
king the Mandinka needed, and they grew frightened.
Sassouma’s hatred and the ruse she had displayed were real dangers for Sundjata. Sundjata was still only a
child and had to be protected, for the well- being of the Mandinka.
In unanimous agreement, they took Sundjata under their wing and entrusted him with a secret: the Water of
emotions and of clairvoyance. The troubled Water of badly revealed, unformulated emotions. The warm Water of
strong feelings that grow nobler. The cold Water of generosity that stirs on and instigates action. The clear Water
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of compassion that provokes Vision. The secret of all the waters of life and of death.
Do you see, Child, why the stepmother or the wicked father of folk-tales, who upset and torment the child, are
the finest initiators?
And so Sundjata became familiar with the Waters. He understood he was not yet strong enough to hold his own
and had to go into exile. He needed to learn patience, the fire of will, and he needed to learn how to die, and
perhaps also how to kill.
*
“Time is long and man is in a rush, Child.
Time dies only to live forever
And man does not know how to die
Stop running son
Your time will catch up with you!”
*
To remain there waiting to be caught. . . . Perhaps it was the voice of wisdom. But is it wise to be wise at the
age when ardent passion is the greatest reserve of energy, the most readily available sap of life, and when waiting
is almost fatal?
Had he been a warrior in Madjo’s sense, Lem would have offered the kinds of actions that kill or give life as
the only alternative. But he wasn’t, not yet, and his only action was flight, a half-measure. But, in the end, is flight
not the action of a warrior to the extent that it saves life and gains time to rethink strategy?
He had fled the city for the village, in order not to stupidly obey the injunctions of his navel and the movements of the starving sheep-like crowds who had pushed him to crawl in front of the Machine, to ask for droplets
and to sanction the debasement that kills the awareness of shame and of mockery forever.
And now, these convulsions shaking his navel were rather promising for an opening up, for an evolution. But
let us listen to him …
4
“The convulsions would catch me right in my navel again, every time the radio gave the list of those desertersturned-white, and I’d hold my breath. The list seemed interminable, and every name sounded like that of my professor. My support. My state of mind. My model. My pillar. He wasn’t going to succumb! He wasn’t going to be
infected!
“At the end of the broadcasts I could breathe again! He was standing tall, an incorruptible rock. Eternity
opened up before me
“Three moons. Five moons. I no longer felt my navel. I was almost completely saved, no longer addicted to the
droplets, the shock was covered by scar tissue.
“I began to paint. I wanted to create an oeuvre, bring it to fruition, the birth of something divine.
“It seemed to me that if I were to succeed in molding a thought, a specific dream, and if I were to find the
strength to remain on my feet long enough to complete a painting of power and beauty, then some part of me
would always remain upright, even if the guardian-oeuvre were to be torn away from me.
“But you must be rich to create a great work, rich in something that brings exaltation, that invigorates and
empties you out suddenly, or perhaps very slowly and gently. Something you smell, see, taste, hear, or touch, and
that is so enormous and so strong that it hurts too much if you cannot share it. It seemed to me that wealth of that
sort and generosity were the secret of creation.
“If I had a few impulses of generosity, some incomprehensible desires and instincts of which I was ashamed, I
was rather poor in that particular kind of wealth. Perhaps I hadn’t looked at death enough, or seen enough of life.
Surely I hadn’t suffered enough, shouted enough, nor felt enough joy. I was impoverished where great feelings
and madly assumed sensations were concerned, and so I had nothing to share. I needed to enrich myself—and
quickly, too! Discover something astonishing to tell, to give. Something that would be born inside me like a divinity: with a snap of my fingers, the bursting of a dewdrop on a taro leaf, the blossoming of a gaze that discovers
and recognizes—just like that, miraculously.
“And why not? For five moons I was watching every face, every seashell, every leaf, every sound and rhythm,
all the fluctuations of the continent: stillborn empires, greedy colonels with big hearts, salvation of the peoples’
councils, vampire-generals, and the fall of eagles …
“For five moons I worked ceaselessly on my sketch. One evening, our aunt, who wouldn’t take her eyes off
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me, cried out:
“‘My word! This really is one of those pieces that will never get done! So, have you decided to leave us yet?’
“It was the following day that I left you. I took a train …
“The train that belongs to those others who come from a square piece of land.\fn{ France.} A parcel of land of
which the edges are eaten away, lacking the okoume forests of Gabon and the cedars of Lebanon, a bit of land at
the other end of the sea, with plenty of Overseas Territories that have no sea as their frontier. A kernel of land that
spurts forth a mass of “volunteers for progress,” who go off to the four corners of the world with science and God
in their pockets, weapons in hand, to bring the civilization of History and the prestige of Culture to the world’s
clans. Like soap balls of steel, they land in Bangui,\fn{ Capital of the Central African Republic} in N’Djamena.\fn {Capital
city of Chad}
“And the train goes on. The ‘giants of the forests,’ the ‘powerful of the villages,’ and the ‘wise men of the
people’ collapse in its path: two thousand hectares a year! Two thousand hectares without any monuments, any
dates, without a History, without Culture, without Civilization. Two thousand hectares a year where seasons
counted only in terms of sowing and harvesting. And you wouldn’t speculate on monuments but on life, knowing
that life, which is a monument, is eternal and manages without any dates …
“I took a train dated from the birth of Christ. I wanted to start counting my age, my time, and to date my new
life: ‘The year one of the loans …’
“But they declared that my age was the age. at which Christ had died! Two thousand years of dreams of heaven and a seat to the right of the throne. A hundred thousand periods of Judas and of inquisitions. One more time
of the secrets of confession delivered to Polichinelle.\fn{ Or Pulcinella, the one who is the embodiment of the secret that
everybody knows, but nobody can explain because everyone assumes that everybody knows it:H }
“I took their train. I wanted to see other faces, other sea-shells, other sounds of bells. I went far away, as far as
the bumpy train would go. And I tried to stay as close as possible to everything my eyes were able to see. And one
night I saw them. Caught red-handed in the act of plunder.
“In their bumpy train, they fertilized and aborted the Overseas Territories, just as the interests of their parcel of
homeland dictated. They would seat and invest emperors, then drive them away from the right side of the throne.
They would carve authentic-imitation-thrones for themselves, which they’d deliver to the plundering mercenaries.
They would transmute men into straw and would burn them up in a bonfire.
“And the train would go on. I was late by two thousand years, and I had gotten off to a bad start! The train
went on.
“And still I was looking for my stunning piece: the birth of a divinity, ‘the impossible’ for my sketch. My eyes
popping, my lips tight, my ears cocked, my heart pulsating, my head on fire, my body tossed around by the
jostling roll of their hellish train, my self-portrait! My first painting …
“And then one morning, the miracle: I saw! I saw its birth. Just like that … from a whisper in the hollow of a
shoulder, I saw a divinity being born.
“Their train had decimated all the giants, the powerful and the wise, swept them off the surface of the
continent, it had castrated all the males and taken possession of all the women, and now it was raining soot on the
decaying world. And all the fires had been put out, we were sure of that! I named Bipol!
“But persistent embers were smoldering in the ashes of the men of straw. There was a wondrous integrity in his
man’s warmth and his faith in his countrymen, Bipol-Lynx-Eye, who had decided to conquer pollution, corruption, by not offering men a grimace any more and a revolting caricature, but rather a fine smile, a lovely image, a word of truth. The men from here were all too accustomed to ugliness, and not a single horror would have
made them tremble.
“Bipol, survivor of the fire of straw, ghost of the shipwreck engendered by the longest straw-man’s reign: a
quarter of a century of double dealing!
“Bipol, the diamond that no filth corrodes, the light that no contamination can tarnish.
“He was burning and shining with that strength and that lucidity that only integrity secures. His warmth was
radiant, gave hope back to the ashes, gave life to the earth. His light emerged irresistibly, and the darkness moved
aside to make room.
“Yes, I saw him being born just like that, one morning, without any apparent effort, he was born from the wink
of an eye. And I exclaimed:
“‘Just in time. Before nature dies and all beings fade away, before corruption smothers all dignity forever, just
in time!’ And it seemed I heard a chorus pick it up:
“‘Just in time.’
“Then he, Bipol, spoke. And he said:
“‘I am the son of Truth and of Love. The blood of your yearnings flows through my veins. It can neither fail
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nor tell lies. You can count on me, I have faith in you.’
“But a nameless voice murmured:
“‘We shall kill you.’
“I must obstruct his path! So that, if I rise and paint my story without notes, my failures of a hundred different
dates and my hopes of a single morning, you who are listening to me will not start to say again that everything is
always too old or too young where the black people live, on the oldest land\fn{ Africa.} of the oldest monkey skeletons.
“Because now that I have already been working desperately for five moons on my sketch and keeping my
senses opened wide … now that I have seen a divinity be born, I think there is nothing left to add to my drawing.
I’ll just emphasize the curve of the leaf, right there underneath the right foot of the divinity, to allow the eye to see
both the inside and the outside of the leaf at the same time.”
5
Lem, O my brother!
When you soar, you make me understand the sadness of my petty destiny all the more, surrendered as it is to
the contingencies of laws as unavoidable for the average person as gravity, as karma.
How can I follow you in your flights when I am already obstructing my imagination from fear of hearsay? For,
indeed, how would I manage if they treated me like a crazy person, as they did with you? You, you come out of it
already grown, crowned with the title of artist! Me, I’d probably croak in a padded cell! That’s why I always have
to make an effort to understand your words in a language my logic can fit into.
I think I understand this period corresponded for you to the “peaceful change that had taken place at the head
of the neighboring State,” when there appeared a man believed to be nothing more than a straw heir, meant to
perpetuate the system of their Machine, without anything new, without any opening on the horizon.
But he, Bipol, had spoken. And he stirred a hope believed to have been forever entombed, and once again men
began to dream of “liberalization,” of “democracy,” of “participation,” “moralization,” “responsibility,” and of
“rigor”—watchwords proclaiming that which they were quick to call “renewal.”
And you, you had grown so excited that you were building the large outlines of this renewal by the mere power
of your thinking.
You were reconstructing a door of surprises in every town as in your kingdoms of dreams to favor discovery,
invention, creativity, and to allow human beings to better liberate their energies in the service of something
greater than their own personality—something that would elevate them to serve a nation, a continent, a planet,
and that would break through the self-centered dams installed by the straw men who served the oppressor, served
the enemy of man.
If only you had political power, my brother! But perhaps your only power and your only duty were those of
creating dreams for us, inviting us to make thinking the first act of creation, in the same solitude and deprivation
as on that first day’s dawn, in the before-thought, before-God era?
*
“Son
There is Only One
And men believe themselves to be multiple
The Only One is always alone
And man flees his own nature
What can he do, the man who has never known loneliness
He who has never seen his own face
That face which is discovered only when alone in loneliness
Alone facing Oneself, the Only One.
Bonds smother you
Guardians suck you dry
Friends let you get lost
Loves cheat you
As long as you have not discovered yourself
Unique in loneliness
Oneself facing one’s only self
Alone facing the Only One.”
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*
Sassouma snatched Sundjata’s griot away from him. The Griot of Words of pure Air. The memory of time. His
Eye, his Mouth, his Guardian. She snatched him and kept him out of his reach.
In exile, alone, Sundjata had to look through his own eyes, speak through his own sound, his own gestures. He
had to taste and judge by his own tongue and learned to moisten his own skin, while he also had to take care of his
mother’s skin, as well as of his younger half brother and friend, Manding-Bori. He learned to champ the bit and
see himself ruminate. He learned to die and then was able to kill. The king who had welcomed him in exile taught
him how to handle weapons and revealed the secret of Fire to him: the Fire of the Will, the will to live and to die,
to be reborn, to take away and to give life. The will to know and to know himself.
Thus, everything one can receive from nature was given him. The rest was merely a matter of conquest.
Do you see why the stepmother who torments the frail orphan is the best of all initiators?
And, alone in his torment, Sundjata received that which nature gives to that being alone who has seen the Only
One, who has seen himself. . . .
He became a man.
The rest was merely a matter of conquest. And conquest is the business of man.
6
And Lem, standing before the Voice that created men and divulged History at will, became a man, for he
achieved his first conquest. And as conquests go, it certainly was one: while he was fighting to emerge from the
torpor in which he was stuck because of his refusal to have feelings he deemed improper, a kind of veil tore open
before his eyes, and he saw himself feeble on the ground, grandmother Sogolon’s gaze setting him on fire and
telling him he was an unworthy son! He simply said:
“It’s all right, Mother. I tell you that today I shall walk. Let them bring me a stick. Today I shall walk.”
And as the veil closed over his vision again, he saw Madjo with her eyes of every day, Madjo who seemed to
be waiting for him to rise at last, as in the olden days. He leaped up and grasped his rope of umbilical danglings as
if to renew his first step taken one day way back then, at the dawn of time.
And he tells me that at that exact moment he felt an energy that could have made him jump as high as the top
of the maternity-tree, but other impulses came back to cloud his view! Despite everything, he wanted to fight for
success, since conquest is the business of man and he was feeling his birth as a man. So he persisted.
*
“I must manage, just for once, my God! I must make it! I must at least succeed in casting one bridge in this life
of mine that’s been nothing but a casting of failed bridges. I must reach the top of this karite tree and tie my rope
way up high. My rope-cross of umbilical strands, my stranded-rope of crosses, my cross of strands. Damn!
Anyway! I have to go further, try harder, climb higher, I have to manage that.
“I cannot have lived an entire life without one single action, without one single thing brought to fruition. I
cannot have failed to cast a single bridge between myself and one act, between one act and the next. I have to
succeed.
“My rubbing against .the trunk of the karite has torn my clothes, and I feel bits of bark on my skin, between
my legs, on my belly, and surely I am bleeding, but no matter! I have to succeed.
“The rope tied around my hips pulls me down, things never change! There’s always an umbilical cord pulling
us down! A stake of support that makes us crawl instead of raising us up to the sky! I must have been a breech
birth and I would not be surprised if my mother fornicated with a pig or a duck! It would explain why the direction of my tendencies leads downward to stagnant ponds. But today I shall go upward, I want to go up, I have to
manage that much.
“Today I’m aiming at the heights, and it is I who shall elevate abysses to crests. I am pulverizing my dirt in the
wind and filling the ground with fresh air. When I balance on my rope, when I fall, I won’t touch dirt anymore,
I’ll fly away. Flush with the ground, sure, at my own level, but it will be a flight all the same! I have to manage
that.
“There! Now I’m tying my rope to this branch, this beautiful and solid branch. Hurrah!
“Didn’t I say I would boost my frailty up to the clouds. Perhaps it will embellish me and become strength.
Now I have to go down, to find the air again,
“Grandmother’s voice, which I no longer hear this high up, Grandmother’s voice, which doesn’t reach the top
of the karite but which I want to extend, send forth toward the sun through my own last cry. She must be heard by
every ear in the world.
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“Descend but not fall! I must behave and guide myself, alone and straight toward the goal! My hands are torn
to shreds, but what of it! I must hold up. I shall hold up down to my very bones! I have to manage that.
“There. I’m on the ground, one action completed! Sure, my hands are ossified and don’t want to open. Sure,
my legs don’t want to carry me any more, are buckling under me. But I have time.
“And Grandmother? And her voice? Where did they go? I only hear the echo now, all I see is the reflection of
my dirty face. I feel bits of my cord-cross slither down my back, and on my tongue there is the bitter taste of a
slow death-struggle. I take my time, the time my legs need to recover from their numbness and do my bidding
once again. And the final act shall be accomplished. I’ll climb back up to the first branch of the karite, where my
rope of cords stops. I’ll make a noose, put it around my neck, and I’ll jump into my ultimate flight.
“Where, are you, Grandmother, you who know miracle-medicine? You could have soothed my fingers, my
feet, and hurried to help me realize my plan. I’m impatient now that I’ve had a taste of action. I’m in a rush to get
started again. Where are you? I beg you, speak to me, speak to me some more.”
7
Then Lem felt hands on his feet, and he understood why God had to lend a hand to create mankind. Is not the
hand the symbol of creation? There is such power that comes through hands, and through hands alone. Someone
who has never been touched by a hand cannot be aware of his own life. The hand is necessary to reveal volume,
weight, space, and difference. The hand is necessary to reveal the flesh replete with life.
Grandmother touched his hand, and he knew he was still alive, and for the first time ever he wondered about
the feeling of lifeless flesh, and he was afraid he wouldn’t appreciate it when there would no longer be any hands
to touch him.
Big tears streamed down his cheeks. This time he was weeping over the hands he had just discovered and
would be losing.
His legs were now completely relaxed, and he no longer felt any pain in his hands. Yet he stayed there, prone
on the ground.
There was still too much dirt in him, and he told himself he was not yet light enough to balance elegantly on
the end of a rope. He still needed to weep more, to be drained of yet more liquid, to be emptied out.
His sob filled his head and the entire universe, he thought. He could see the moment when the roaring of wild
beasts, of thunder or the song of birds would be heard no longer! He wanted to see the effect of a sob.
But all he heard was Grandmother’s voice, and he said to himself that the original sound probably couldn’t
have been a sob: creation would have miscarried for sure. The original sound was a voice. A voice of deep vibrations, with multiple and continuous intonations like the music of the spheres. The sound had begun very softly,
growing louder little by little, until nothing else existed beyond the sound itself. Everything emanated from it, just
as at this moment he himself emanated from the sound. For a second time, he saw a very clear picture of himself.
“I am a particle of sound and not a sob,” he told himself, and he flowed more deeply into Madjo’s sound-voice.
*
“Child of mankind stop your weeping
Stop your weeping I am covering you with my hands
I am touching you there where life enters into you
I am rubbing your fontanel through which you divide yourself
Stay here in your frozen flesh
Stay here and let me warm you
Stay with me and I shall sing to you with my hands
I shall sing you your penultimate life.
You are born and you live
You contract debts
You pay a few of them
You die and you are passing through to the land of balance sheets
You do your accounts
And on your account you enter your own well-understood truth
You collect the dividends and you are reborn
But Son watch out for debts forgotten
You shall pay them upon distraint
Interest and principal
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How carelessly you did them, little father, those accounts of yours
How little time you took
You threw yourself precipitously ahead
Yesterday like today
You haven’t stopped running
And life ran along with you
One never does escape from it
You are always reborn where you stopped living
If you die hanging from a tree
You shall be reborn underneath that tree and pay your forgotten debts.
Stop your weeping little father
Every dead thing goes off to live again
That’s the way it always is with the advent of the child foretold
That’s how it was before the birth of Roumben.
Before
In secret
Not so very long ago …”
*
38.57 & 285.43 1. The Miracle 2. Excerpts from Mission To Kala: “Back To My Village”\fn{by Ba’bila Mutia aka
Mongo Beti (1952-2001)} “at Akométan, a small village 10 km from Mbalmayo, itself 45 km away fromYaoundé,”
Mfoundi Department, Centre Region, Cameroon (M) 9
1
Ba’mia waited anxiously for Reverend Father Tabi and his mother to come out of the church.\fn{ The EB (1998)
says that more than 40% of the people of Cameroon follow some form of Christianity, mainly Roman Catholic, while another 20% follow
Islam and some 25% some form of tribal ancestral worship. Mark DeLancey (Cameroon: Dependence and Independence, Boulder,
Westview Press, 1989) puts the percentage of Christians as high as 66%, but says that his figure is from a 1978 report, and that the
population was nearly evenly split between Protestant and Catholic conversions. He says the number of Muslims is also about 20%; but
that the number of those practicing traditional African religions was only about 10%.} Father Tabi had established it as a routine
(after the second mass each Sunday) to come out and mix with the congregation. This particular morning Ba’mia
was restless. He took hold of the sturdy ironwood stick with his two hands and hobbled to the school yard, away
from the church.
As he pushed the stick to the ground, he hopped on his right leg and dragged his withered left leg after him. He
had become so used to the movement that it was now a subconscious, almost acrobatic flow of motion which he
executed without effort. The extra weight he exerted on his shoulders had left him with a broad chest and slightly
exaggerated biceps and forearms. His thin waist, small stomach, and the baggy look of his left trouser leg, where
his full left leg would have been, gave him a waspish appearance which was accentuated by his beady eyes and
high cheekbones.
He stood behind the school and gazed down at the raffia palm trees and elephant grass. He knew his mother
would be looking for him and, in her usual manner, getting anxious about where he was. He sat down on the
grass. It was getting hot, but the grass was dry and comfortable. He placed the ironwood stick beside him and
adjusted his withered left leg. A hawk was gliding in the air below him, rising and falling with the wind currents.
His eyes tried to follow the stream as it meandered its way through the valley. Out here, alone, he felt at peace
with himself.
Manyi looked around and wondered where Ba’mia was. A group of children was playing under the concrete
water-tank at the corner of the mission maternity.\fn{ Maternity unit; mission schools customarily had maternity facilities attached to them, to care for pregnant women after the fashion of Western medicine .} Ba’mia was not with them. She looked
further, towards the Reverend Father’s residence. She saw Sister Mary-Jane walking to the mission guest house.
The guest house was adjacent to the single-block elementary school. The local congregation stood in front of the
old stone church in small groups. The men formed their own groups while the women laughed and chatted with
each other.
The locally dyed blouses the women wore, their wrappers, the men’s hand-woven shirts, and the children’s
danshikis looked very colorful. They blended with the hibiscus, marigold, and bougainvillea to give the mission
an atmosphere of heavenly beauty.
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Father Tabi moved from one group to another. He shook hands, shared in a joke, listened intently to a family
matter, as he moved among the faithful. Then he spotted Manyi.
“Ah, Manyi, where have you been? I was looking for you.”
“Good morning, Father,” Manyi said. Father Tabi looked at her worried face.
“Is anything the matter?” he asked.
“Yes, Ba’mia,” she said. “I can’t find him. I saw him leave the church a short while ago. Father,” she added,
“I’m worried about him. Among the three children I have, he is the only one who’s so remote and distant.”
“He’s still a child,” Father Tabi explained. “You worry too much about him. He’ll grow out of it.”
“I don’t know, Father,” Manyi said reflectively. “He’s almost fourteen years old. Everyone in the family loves
him, but it’s difficult not to sympathize with his condition.”
“Talking about his condition,” Father Tabi said, “do you still intend to go to Menda? The Holy Father arrives
in the country this week.”\fn{John Paul II did visit some countries in Africa, but Cameroon apparently was not one of them; nor does
Menda does not appear in any of my atlases.}
“Yes, Father.” Her face lit up with devotional inspiration. “Yes. We’re lucky to have the Pope visit us at
Eastertide.” Father Tabi smiled.
“Indeed, we are. This is the third nation he’s visiting on the continent. We expect him to celebrate Easter Sunday mass in Menda stadium.
“Easter,” Manyi murmured. “The Lord’s resurrection. The time of miracles. Father,” she said, raising her
voice, “do you think Ba’mia could be healed?”
“Healed?”
“Yes. I want to take him to Menda. His leg could be made whole. It pains me to see him hobble around with
that leg. I’ve always wanted to see him normal, like other children.” Father Tabi remained silent.
“He can be cured, can’t he?”
“It’s a matter of faith and God’s will,” Father Tabi said. “You are his mother. If you feel strongly about it, then
follow your heart’s call. Have you discussed this with his father? You know he doesn’t come to church—” Before
Many could answer, a boy’s voice said,
“Good morning, Father.” They turned round. It was Ba’mia. No one had seen him hobble up to the front of the
church.
“Ah, good morning, Ba’mia,” Father Tabi responded. He stretched his arm and shook hands with the boy.
“Where have you been?” Mani asked him. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”
“I’d better leave you two alone,” Father Tabi said. “Ah, there’s Sister Beatrice. I’ll have a word with her.”
“Thank you so much, Father,” Manyi smiled.
“God bless you, Manyi.”
“Say goodbye to Father,” Manyi said to the boy.
“Goodbye, Father.” There was a trace of irritation in his voice.
“Goodbye, Ba’mia. Don’t forget your catechism classes.” After Father Tabi walked away, the boy turned to his
mother.
“I’m hungry, Mother. Let’s go home.”
She wanted to talk to other women and their families, but she changed her mind. She did not want to make the
boy feel unwanted. His disability always softened her heart towards him. She waved at some of her friends as she
began walking home with Ba’mia.
*
Gwan-Fumbat was waiting for Manyi when she came back from mass. His house was the only one built with
cement blocks and roofed with aluminum sheets. The rest of the homesteads that made up the large Fumbat
compound were a scattered cluster of mud-plastered houses roofed with long, dry, savannah grass.
Manyi, his third wife, the mother of his twins, was his favorite. He hoped she would be his last wife. He had
married her because he wanted a male child, one who would inherit his name and sustain the unbroken line of the
Fumbat lineage.
He had married the second wife because the first had given birth to three girls in succession. She too had three
more girls. On his father’s insistence, he married Manyi. Her maiden name was Kogah, until she bore the female
twins, Nahgwa and Nahjela. Thereafter, she became Manyi, mother of twins and he Tanyi, father of twins. Twins
were a sign of fertility in a woman. Perhaps the seeds of the male heir he was desperately searching for lay in
Manyi’s womb.
Gwan-Fumbat’s father died at eighty-six, two years after the twins were born. Six months after he died, Manyi
became pregnant. When she gave birth nine months later, Gwan-Fumbat knew his sacrifices on the family shrine
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and his repeated appeals for ancestral intervention had not been in vain. It was a baby boy. The long-awaited male
heir to the Fumbat lineage had arrived.
But something was wrong. The baby’s left leg appeared frail and unusually thin. Gwan-Fumbat’s late father
had a withered left leg when he was born. But he handled the disability with humor until a logging accident
crushed the leg when he was still a young man. Not many people knew the truth about his one leg.
And now, Manyi’s baby’s left leg too appeared frail and lifeless. There was no trace of recognition on GwanFumbat’s face when he came to the Catholic mission maternity to see the baby. Despite the overwhelming
evidence, he told himself that the baby’s left leg was a temporary condition that would get better with time. He
decided to defy tradition and wait for three months—instead of the traditional three weeks—before he would
name the child.
Three months later, the visiting medical doctor from the city confirmed what Gwan-Fumbat already knew. The
baby’s leg had no circulation, no feeling. It was just a tiny bone and dead tissue. It was a dead leg. The condition
was irreversible.
Only then did Gwan-Fumbat order the naming ceremony to be initiated. He paid the late-naming-ceremony
penalty of two goats and a drum of palm-oil. He knew it was his father who had returned. So he named the child
Ba’mia, father-has-come-back.
It was these thoughts that ran through his mind as the voices of the women and children coming back from
mass reached him. He sent one of his older girls to call Manyi. A few minutes later, Manyi entered his house. She
bowed slightly and clapped her hands three times.
“Tanyi,” she said, “greetings. I hear you want to see me. I just came back from church. I haven’t started
cooking.”
He acknowledged her greeting and motioned her to sit down on one of the several carved stools around the
fireplace. He threw some splinters of wood in the glowing embers of the fire and fanned them with a piece of
cardboard. A few flames caught the splinters and crackled into a bright fire. He added bigger pieces of wood and
the big yellow flames lit the semi-dark room.
He wore brown khaki shorts and a faded jumper. The light from the fire illuminated the face of a man in his
late fifties. He had a broad forehead and bushy eyebrows that hung over deep-set eyes. The hair on his head was
all gray, and the hands that threw the firewood in the fire were large and thick.
“I didn’t call you here because I’m hungry,” he said.
He poked the fire with a long piece of wood and stared meditatively at the flying sparks. Then he lifted his
head from the flames. He looked at her intently. She was in her mid-forties, but her face did not betray her age.
Her angular features, prominent cheekbones and firm breasts only added to her beauty.
He was not used to formalities, so he went straight to the point.
“Where’s Ba’mia?” he demanded.
“What is it you want to know?” she retorted.
Her aggressiveness caught him off-guard. Then he laughed. It was a short, sarcastic bark.
“So you’re now throwing my questions back at me?” he asked.
“Your question sounds like a riddle. Let me know what’s in your mind, and I’ll answer you accordingly.”
He laughed again. The laughter faded to a frown and a firm tightening of his lips. He began grinding his teeth.
The diminishing flames produced dark shadows on his face.
“Ba’mia belongs to this compound,” he said emphatically, folding his fist into a tight knot. “His place is here,
with the ancestral shrine.”
A gust of wind came through the open door and stirred the fire. There were patches of light and shadows on
Manyi’s face. She stared defiantly at her husband.
“God has a purpose for him. He belongs to the church. The Holy Father arrives from Rome this week. He’s
celebrating Easter mass in Menda. This is a chance for Ba’mia to receive a cure—”
“He doesn’t need a cure,” he cut in. “He’s not suffering from a disease. He was born that way.”
“He deserves to be normal, like other children.”
“If there’s anything he deserves, it’s our responsibility to help him accept his condition. It’s his right to grow
up into a man. Your motherly sympathy will not help him much.”
“You don’t understand God’s ways—”
“And let me tell you something else. Ba’mia’s condition is his personal load he carries from the world of our
ancestors.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s a reincarnation of his grandfather.” He ignored the mocking gentleness of her laughter. “My father too
had the same disability,” he carried on.
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“But I thought he lost his leg in an accident.”
“He was born with a dead left leg. When Ba’mia was born, I knew my father had chosen to return to the
family. His fate was decided before he was born. We can only help him accept it.”
“You have a right to your beliefs,” she said. “He may be your father, but he’s also my son. I feel what he
suffers when he hops around on that leg. That’s why I’m taking him to Menda.”
There was a tone of finality in her voice. The firewood in the fireplace had been totally consumed by the fire.
Gwan-Fumbat poked the fireplace and looked at the hot coals that were left in the ashes. He looked around and
saw some firewood. He thought of putting more wood on the dying coals to rekindle the flames, but he changed
his mind. He looked up at Manyi.
“There’s not much I can do to persuade you,” he said, “but the truth is never hidden. When it’s nightfall, when
the day comes to an end, the fowls come home to roost. When Ba’mia grows up, he will know where he belongs.”
It was almost noon. Long rays of sunshine came in through cracks on the wall. They had replaced the light
from the dead fire.
“It’s almost midday,” Gwan-Fumbat told Manyi, “and I’m getting hungry.”
Manyi stood up. She felt vindicated. As far As Ba’mia was concerned, she would always have her way. The
boy could be Tanyi’s reincarnated father; he could be the heir to the Fumbat lineage, but he was still her son.
“I know,” she said. “I was about to cook some corn fufu when you called me.” She was almost at the door now.
“I’ll send Nahjela to give you the food as soon as it’s ready,” she said, as she stepped out of the door.
When she got to her house, Ba’mia was waiting for her. There was a defiant look on his face.
“What’s the matter?” his mother asked him.
“You’ve been arguing with Father again, haven’t you? About me as usual, I’m sure.”
“Everything I do or say is for your interest,” Manyi said.
“You’ve never given me a choice,” the boy protested. “Don’t I have a chance to talk for myself? Has Father or
you ever thought I’ve got a mind of my own, that I know what’s good for me, who I am?”
Manyi kept quiet for a moment. After a while she said,
“I’m sorry, Ba’mia, I never wanted to—”
“I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me,” he blurted. “I can always take care of myself.” He turned round
suddenly, gripped his stick, and hobbled out of the house.
*
The following Sunday Manyi and Ba’mia got up after the third cockcrow. She wore one of her colorful threepiece wrappers. Her son wore a golden embroidered danshiki over navy blue trousers. He also had his walking
stick with him.
The first but had already left before they reached the park. The second bus was full even before they got to the
park. The third bus took a long while to be filled up. They did not leave the park till seven thirty.
By the time they arrived in Menda at eight o’clock, the streets were jammed with people. The most prominent
sight was the variety of school uniforms worn by children all over the city. There were school bands everywhere.
The police mounted roadblocks at every crossroad. They were checking people‘s identification papers. Ba’mia
had been to Menda only four or five times, and he never ceased to be amazed at the novelty of things.
Both sides of the road from the stadium to the Catholic mission premises on the hilltop were already crammed
with people. Some had been there as early as three in the morning to have a vantage place at the edge of the road.
Ba’mia and his mother were not so fortunate. They walked as far down towards the stadium as they could. The
crowd was so thick that they could not go very far. They finally settled at the outskirts of the crowd, away from
the main road itself where the Pope’s motorcade would pass.
It was now past nine o’clock. The mass in the stadium had just started. They could hear the choirs from the big
loudspeakers that were mounted in the stadium. They found a place and sat down to wait.
The open-air mass was over at eleven thirty. Ba’mia heard the shouts and yells of excitement from the
thousands of people who were jammed in the small municipal stadium. He stood up and turned round to his
mother. She was dozing.
“Nah Manyi,” he said, shaking her shoulder, “the service in the stadium seems to be over.”
She stood up, craned her neck, and looked down the road. Small crowds were already trickling out of the
stadium. Because of the big population most people had been unable to gain entrance into the larger stadium. But
the throngs of believers lining the road seemed larger than the huge crowd in the stadium. They all waited
patiently.
Ba’mia and his mother were pushed back ten or fifteen yards by the ever-increasing crowd. A policeman with a
whistle on his lips lashed with a cowhide whip at the feet of the fortunate ones along the road. The crowd
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pretended to retreat, and the sea of heaving bodies undulated in human waves whose ripples reached Ba’mia and
his mother at the back.
Without any warning, the stadium gates were flung open as the flamboyant motorcycle escorts emerged from
the stadium. The escort riders were immaculately attired in white. They wore white uniforms, white boots, white
goggles, white helmets and white gloves. They had not yet switched on their sirens, but their red lights were
flashing. The Pope’s walkabout in the stadium had not lasted as long as Ba’mia thought it would. Someone beside
him had said they might have to wait for more than three hours under the hot sun.
Ba’mia used the support of his stick to elevate his head another inch or two. When he saw the black Mercedes
emerge behind the escort riders, his heart fell. He turned to his mother.
“Father Tabi said the Pope usually walked around and shook hands with the Christians.” There was a note of
disappointment in his voice.
“Have faith, my son,” his mother said. “We didn’t come here for nothing. God is on our side. I believe in
miracles—”
The boy did not hear her last words. Even as she spoke, the black Mercedes suddenly came to a halt half-way
down the road from the stadium. The Pope came down from the car and was quickly surrounded by aides and
government security men. A bishop in a white robe also came out of the car. A slight gust of wind momentarily
caught the Pope’s white vestment. Instinctively, he reached for his head to keep the white skullcap from being
blown away.
“Mother! Mother! Look! He has come out of the car. He’s shaking hands with the crowd. Mother—”
“A miracle, my son. Faith. I told you. We must have faith.”
The Pope was just about fifty yards away. Ba’moia tried to think. The crowd in front of him was too thick. If
he did not act fast, he would miss the chance of his lifetime. When his mother turned her head towards where he
stood, the boy had vanished. Initially she panicked. Then she saw him about five yards away. It was his colorful
danshiki that caught her eye.
“Ba’mia,” she shouted. “Ba’mia. This way, not that way. The crowd is too thick over there.”
The boy did not hear her. Her small voice was swallowed by the noisy cheers of the crowd.
Ba’mia began heaving and twisting his way through the dense jungle of human bodies. Where the crowd was
too thick, he crept in between the legs of the adults. When he stood up again, the edge of the road was about three
yards away. He raised himself on the toes of his good foot and managed to support his weight on the stick. He
looked up, toward the stadium.
The Pope was still walking down the road, stopping here and there, touching the foreheads and hands of the
faithful, administering a silent blessing to those who reached out but could not touch him. He was now about
thirty yards away.
Ba’mia made up his mind very quickly. He lowered his body and went down on all fours. There were only
eight yards of legs and dust between him and the edge of the crowd. He gripped his stick tightly and began
creeping forward. The smell of dirty shoes and feet, and the foul taste of raw dust in his throat and nostrils was
becoming unbearable. It was suffocating. He thought he would faint. He could not go any further. He crept
through the last pair of legs and, without warning, found himself at the edge of the road. He was standing in front
of a short fat man who was focusing his camera on the approaching entourage.
“You dirty dusty cripple,” the man swore. “Get out of my way before I kick you. Don’t you see I want to take a
picture?”
The boy apologized. I only infuriated the man.
“Get out of my way before I kick you back to the dust.”
Ba’mia moved out of the man’s way and took two tentative steps towards the direction of the approaching
entourage. He pushed his wooden stick firmly to the ground and raised his neck. Unconsciously he wrapped his
paralyzed left leg around the stick. He managed to maintain a precarious balance with his healthy right leg.
The Pope was now about twenty yards up the road. The crowd surged forward, yearning to touch his hand. He
touched one hand after another, as many as he could. An old haggard woman struggled to catch his attention. Just
when she was giving up, the Pope stretched out his right hand and touched her head. Her face broke into a smile
and her mouth hung open revealing two rows of black toothless gums.
Some distance away, the motorcade was creeping down the road, keeping an anticipated distance behind the
pontiff. He lifted a small baby girl from the arms of her mother and kissed her on the forehead. The child’s face
wrinkled into a frown and she began crying. He handed the baby back to her mother.
Ba’mia waited apprehensively. He felt his heart throbbing violently against his chest. The Pope was now only a
few yards away. The boy held his breath and adjusted the stick to maintain his balance.
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Then he jerked his body and darted forward. The police guards and plainclothes security men were completely
taken by surprise. They tried to push the boy away. He ducked twice, feinted a fall, and slipped between their legs.
He looked up, saw the Pope’s flowing white vestment and grabbed it with his left hand. His right hand still clung
to his stick. He could not afford to lose it. Two security officers fell on him and tried to pull him away. But he
clung to the vestment with all his might.
The Pope raised his hand in a gesture of restraint. The guards the security men hesitated. They stood by in
pensive anticipation, waiting for the slightest excuse to pounce on the boy. For a moment, everyone held his
breath.
Ba’mia planted his stick firmly on the ground and raised himself upward. He was barely four and a half feet
tall. He shifted his body weight to his right foot and, in a quick, sweeping and dramatic motion, took hold of the
withered left leg and lifted it effortlessly with his left hand. A murmur of sympathy came from the onlookers.
The Pope laid his right hand on the boy’s head and smiled.
“What’s your name?” he asked in a thick heavy accent.
“Ba’mia,” the boy barely whispered. He was trying to stop his body from the sudden chills of trembling that
had seized him. He coughed and cleared his throat.
“I want you to make me walk upright,” he demanded. His black eyes looked up at the broad face of the Pope.
“I will pray for you …” the Pope began to say.
“But … but,” the boy stammered, in a faltering voice. “My mother said you are here for God. You speak with
him. She said you will make me walk erect.”
There were visible signs of impatience on the faces in the crowd. The motorcade had now caught up with the
entourage. The aides glanced at their watches anxiously. The escort riders were revving their engines.
“I speak for God,” the Pope said. “I am only his voice, his messenger.”
Someone discreetly tapped the Holy Father on his right shoulder. He turned round and an aide whispered into
his ear. He barely nodded. He turned round again and looked at the boy’s dusty countenance.
There were tears in Ba’mia’s eyes.
“I want to walk like other children. Tell God to make me walk properly. Help me with a miracle,” he said.
The black Mercedes pulled up a few feet away from the entourage.
“You are God’s miracle,” the Pope responded, “a miracle of His love and creation. You have to pray to Him.”
In a wide, rehearsed gesture he made the sign of the cross over the boy’s head. On a second thought, he reached
into the pocket of his vestment and brought out a rosary. He handed it to the boy. “Use this to pray to Holy Mary,
mother of God. God will answer your prayers.” Ba’mia took the rosary and slipped it into his danshiki pocket.
Another aide came forward and whispered into the Pope’s ear again. He moved forward and shook a few
hands. When he turned round, television camera crews and a horde of newsmen closed in around him.
A uniformed attendant opened the rear door of the waiting Mercedes. The Pope looked at the waving crowd.
He raised his hand in one final benediction.
“What shall I tell my mother?” Ba’mia heard himself shout above the din of the cheering crowd. His voice was
swallowed up by the hum of the crowd and threatening throttle of the BMW motorcycles.
The Pontiff’s face expanded to one last, memorable smile. Then he stepped into the waiting upholstery of the
Mercedes’ interior. The uniformed man closed the door mechanically. The motorcade began crawling past the
main market, on its way to the Bishop’s Residence in the Menda Catholic mission. The escort riders turned on
their sirens and flashing lights.
*
The crowd had already begun breaking up.
Ba’mia found himself swallowed up again in a whirlwind of legs, bodies and dust. He did not know when he
lost his stick. He crept around in utter desperation and confusion, looking for it. When he located his mother, he
was out of breath and exhausted. His face, arms and legs were covered with dust. He began to cough.
“What happened?” his mother asked him.
There were tears in his eyes. She lent him a hand and he stood up erect. His lips trembled. The dust in his lungs
made him cough again.
“What happened?” Manyi asked again.
“Nothing,” he said between sobs, “nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing happened. I lost my stick.”
“Did you … did you see him? Did he touch you?”
“The motorcade is gone,” the boy said, wiping away his tears. “I’m tired. I want to go home.”
96

They began walking towards the old road that led to the motor vehicle park. She half-held, half-supported him.
They walked in silence. A sudden impenetrable silence had\fn{ The text has: has.} descended on her and the boy. His
face had a blank expression. It was as if he was no longer conscious of her presence beside him. He had retreated
into an unfathomable world. She did not want to intrude in his private world, so she too kept quiet.
Finally, they reached the park. The minibus that plied the rough, dusty route between Menda and their village
was almost full. The passengers paid their fare. The driver started the engine and the bus left the park.
Everyone in the bus was quiet. The monotonous drone of the bus engine was occasionally interrupted by the
regular change of gears. Manyi could no longer bear the silence. She glanced at Ba’mia.
“What shall we tell Father Tabi?” she asked, in an effort to break the curtain of silence between her and her
son.
“I don’t know,” he said. “And what about my father? What will you tell him?” His voice was flat, without
feeling or emotion.
Manyi kept quiet. After a while she said,
“What are you thinking about?” There was a slight trace of desperation in her voice.
“My stick,” he said. “I will need a new one.” After a while, he reached into his danshiki pocket and brought
out the rosary.
“Here,” he said, handing it to her. “You may keep it. The Pope gave it to me.”
“Why?” she asked. “It’s yours.”
He still held the rosary out to her. There was no expression on his face. Manyi took it reluctantly. The bus now
began ascending the first of three steep hills before it arrived at the village.
“Tanyi will have to get me a new stick,” he reflected, after a few moments of silence.
“He’s your father,” Manyi rebuked him sharply. “You don’t call him Tanyi. It’s only the elders who call him
Tanyi.”
“I am Ba’mia,” he said softly.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Tanyi’s father,” he replied. “I came back to be reborn in the family, to inherit what is rightfully mine—”
“Ba’mia! Don’t say such things!”
She recoiled back in shock and astonishment. She suddenly went pale. A kind of glow came over the boy’s
face. His thoughtful, reflective gaze had disappeared. It was replaced by a knowing one. He was radiating a
strange aura that stunned his mother.
“I know who I am,” he continued. “My place is with the ancestors. Tanyi will initiate me in the family shrine
to commune with them. But first, he must carve me a new stick.”
Ba’mia did not hear his mother’s reply. The driver changed gears and the bus jerked violently. Behind them a
thick cloud of dust rose and died down as quickly as the bus’s tires churned it up. Ba’mia closed his eyes and
lapsed again into another long silence, listening to the strained drone of the engine.
2
… Everyone in the village was paying court to me, especially my uncle, who went to great and obvious trouble
to do me little services. He showed me a good deal more respect than an elderly man should show a youth—
certainly more than was sanctioned by custom.
Yet, unlike the usual unkind comments which such behavior normally provokes, in this case nothing at all was
said by those who came to the house. Everyone seemed to think it was a favor simply to talk with me. As soon as
I realized this I got into an agony of embarrassment.
I had become a pet or mascot for the whole of Kala: not only a strange animal, but an animal that they liked to
examine at close quarters, to hear roar, or howl, or bray, or whatever. The women used to turn up in droves, too,
and look me over with that greedy up-and-down stripping expression common to women the world over.
Never in my life have I been examined so minutely or with so little shame. In the afternoon one woman, hardly
bothering to conceal her feelings, put her cards—more or less—on the table.
“Young man,” she said, “you shouldn’t take offense at people being so interested in you. We don’t see a
college-educated boy like you here every day of the week—and a city dweller into the bargain!”
Heavens, I had forgotten that. Educated and a city dweller.
She’s right, damn it, I thought, after a moment’s stunned silence. As an educated city boy, my uppermost
thought was that I had made a stupid nonsense of my exams. But never mind; a diploma, even by default, was a
rare enough commodity in the Kala market.
So that was it: educated and a city dweller. Why hadn’t I thought of it earlier?
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*
Now the woman began to ask me questions. She was about the same age as my mother, but prematurely aged
by the heavy manual labor that all these up-country people undertake.
“What do they teach you at school?” she demanded.
“Who?”
“The Whites, of course, boy! What do they teach you?” The room was crowded, so I couldn’t laugh, which
was what I wanted to do.
“What do they teach me? Oh, heaps of things,” I said unconvincingly.
The whole thing embarrassed me horribly. I wanted to be kind to this woman; she meant well enough, but how
on earth was I to give her the most elementary notion of such things as geography, advanced mathematics, or the
social sciences? Nevertheless, I had a shot at it; with gestures and stumbling, awkward, vague phrases I did my
best.
If only they wouldn’t treat me just as a “scholar” and nothing else! I’d have given all the diplomas in the world
to swim like Duckfoot Johnny, or to dance like the Boneless Wonder, or to have the sexual experience of Petrus
Son-of-God, or to throw an assegai\fn{The short, thrusting spear of the Zulu warriors; but here the words is usesd as if it was a
long-shafted weapon meant to be thrown:H} like Zambo.
I wanted desperately to eat, drink, and be happy without having to bother my head about next term, or such
depressing things as revision-work and orals. The very least I could do was to conquer my fear of women—even
divorcees.
I would soon learn how to respond to their advances. I would make up to this girl who was gone on me. I was
forgetting, however, that afterward there would be no reason for her to go on pining for me.
“Are there many White children at your school?” my hostess inquired. I said, yes, there were a lot.
“More White than Colored?”
“No, not nearly so many.”
“What are they like, these White children? Tell us what they’re like,” she persisted.
“Heavens—just like children anywhere, the world over—“
“Really? Just like ordinary children?”
“Exactly,” I said. “They have rows, and fights; and are insubordinate—there’s no difference at all.” A man’s
voice broke in.
“And in class,” he said loudly. “Are they cleverer than you in class?”
“No. They aren’t either more clever or more stupid than we are. They’re just the same as—as—a mixed
bunch.”
“Will the learned gentleman please explain, then,” the same voice went on, in astonished tones, “how it is that
their minds work faster than ours?”
“They don’t. They grasp a point no faster and no slower than we do.”
“Well, well. That’s really surprising. They ought to be quicker on the uptake, though, shouldn’t they?”
“Why should they?” another man’s voice broke in. “Why are you so determined that they should be quicker
than our children? We don’t breed young animals, do we? What are you thinking of?”
“How can you ask such a question?” the first man replied. “It’s perfectly rea sonable to suppose that White
children should learn faster than Black. What are they being taught? Their ancestral wisdom, not ours, isn’t that
so? Who invented airplanes and trains and cars and steamships? The Whites. Very well then. Now if it was our
ancestral wisdom that was taught in this school, it would be normal to expect Colored children to learn faster than
Whites, wouldn’t it?”
“Listen to me, all of you. Here’s my personal opinion, for what it’s worth. It’s by no means certain that it was
the Whites who invented cars and airplanes and all that. When you talk about Colored folk, you mean us, don’t
you? All right, we’re nobodies. But what about all the other Colored people, all over the world? How can you be
sure that they don’t make planes and trains and cars?”
To judge by the approving murmur which greeted it, this argument was a popular one. Finally the first man
admitted that its proposer was probably right, yes, he might very well be right …
Then they all got down to it and interrogated me non-stop. As there was a great number of them, they were
often all asking me questions at once. This embarrassed me horribly, because I didn’t know which ones to answer
first. They varied in subject but were all of equal interest.
I was utterly disconcerted, and one thing embarrassed me in particular: the attitude of the women and young
girls. They absolutely devoured me with their eyes, and the expressions they wore were so unequivocal that!
could not help recognizing them for what they were at once, despite my natural modesty. It was like reading a
young peasant girl’s passionate love letter.
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Sometimes I glanced at Zambo, who squatted in a corner miserably, indifferent to the atmosphere of
enthusiasm permeating the room, perhaps even hating it, but in any case the disregarded odd man out. Occasionally I caught my uncle’s eye, too; he looked strangely complacent, rather like an old French peasant who has just
married off his daughter to the richest, best-looking young man in the district. He was gay and pleased, and
obviously willing me to make a success of the occasion.
*
But I was thinking that I shouldn’t see Eliza (that, I had found out, was her name); not tonight, anyway, I told
myself. Looking back, I suspect Eliza had become my symbol of absolute liberty, the freedom enjoyed by country
boys like Duckfoot Johnny, the Boneless Wonder, Son-of-God, and the rest. I saw this freedom as the most
precious possession I could acquire, and realized at the same time that in all likelihood I should never have it.
Without being aware of it, I was no more than a sacrifice on the altar of Progress and Civilization. My youth
was slipping away, and I was paying a terrible price for—well, for what?
Having gone to school, at the decree of my all-powerful father?
Having been chained to my books when most children of my age were out playing games?
I did not exactly feel “in love” with Eliza, but I certainly desired her. My desire was the kind most characteristic of the inexperienced male; I hardly dared admit it even to myself.
And now missing this meeting with her showed me in a vague yet compulsive fashion that if I went on as I was
doing, against my natural bent, I should never be truly myself, or have any real individuality. I should never be
anything but a point of view, a myth, a zero-like abstraction with which my fellow human beings could play at
will, indifferent to my own desires or pleasures.
*
Soon Zambo got up and left, abandoning me to my unhappy dilemma, rather as though I were a drowning man
being sucked under by the current and beyond any hope of rescue. I was the most unlucky man in the world, I
thought.
Apart from anything else, I was stiffing. The room was far too hot and very small; the air was thick with
smoke, and smelt of palm wine, tobacco, and chewing-gum.
I made a tremendous effort, which pushed me sluggishly, like a sack of coconuts, onto the platform of bene-volent resignation and cordiality reserved for scapegoats such as myself. I no longer felt any desire to discourage the
attentions of my audience; I abandoned my useless and egotistic attempts at revolt. I began to chew the local gum
myself, and certainly nothing I could have done would have pleased them more.
“Look at him!” they exclaimed, audibly. “Look, he’s not snobbish, for all his learning. He’s chewing gum just
like us.”
At such moments, conscious of all those staring eyes converging on me like so many rays, I got the feeling that
the atmospheric gravity had at least doubled its pressure. There was a hurricane lamp burning on the table, its
glass bulging and rounded like an old man’s belly. The light it gave out was in fact not very strong, but to me it
seemed as blinding as a searchlight set up at the same distance at pointblank range. As a result, they all saw me
very clearly, and I could hardly make them out at all.
I sat there wondering to what extremes of idiocy the whole business could go. Lucky for me, I thought, that my
friends couldn’t see me pontificating in this half-witted fashion—and anyway, what did it matter? I realized that
my affection for these people outweighed any resentment I felt at my own ridiculous position. It was certainly a
serious occasion as far as they were concerned.
“And what do the whites teach you?” my hostess was still inquiring mercilessly.
“Oh—heaps of things—”
“Come on, then: tell us them.”
“Would you understand if I did?” I snapped.
The remark was greeted with a murmur of disappointment. God, what a danger, I thought. If I’m going to stay
—and I must—I’ve got to behave myself.
*
“Listen to me, my boy,” said an old man, getting to his feet and interspersing his remarks with placatory gestures, as though he were soothing a baby.
“Listen: it doesn’t matter if we don’t understand. Tell us all the same. For you the Whites are the real people,
the people who matter, because you know their language. But we can’t speak French and we never went to school.
“For us you are the white man—you are the only person who can explain these mysteries to us. If you care for
us at all, my son, do this thing for us.
“If you refuse, we’ve probably lost our only chance of ever being able to learn the white man’s wisdom. Tell
us, my son.”
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*
He has a point there, I thought. These people were all so damnably persuasive.
“All right, then,” I said. “They teach us—let’s see—well, geography.”
“Geography?” exclaimed someone, fumbling over the unfamiliar syllables. “What’s that?”
I gave them what must have been the most feeble, certainly the most arguable definition of geography ever
presented to any audience. I had never tried to formulate such a definition in my native tongue before, and now
the thing had to be done for an audience who hung on my every word.
Then, to make my ideas more intelligible, I decided to illustrate them with an example I found myself (somewhat to my surprise) telling these simple people about New York—an inconceivable city to them, with its more
than seven million inhabitants and skyscrapers of anything up to seventy-five floors, soaring up for a thousand
feet. It was child’s play to describe New York, probably because my only knowledge of it derived from the cinema.
There was no longer any question of my drying up. I warmed to the theme, losing myself in an intoxicating sea
of details. I imagined that my audience would be galvanized by the picture I conjured up; but in fact I went to all
this trouble for nothing. (Still anxious to avoid giving them complexes, I omitted to tell them that Americans were
in the habit of lynching Negroes in the street, simply because of the color of their skin.)
No; the really astonishing thing, which still bothers me in retrospect, was that America left these simpleminded people stone-cold indifferent. …
93.104 Excerpt from The Sun Hath Looked Upon Me\fn{by Calixthe Beyala (1961Littoral Region, Cameroon (F) 10

)}

Douala, Wouri Department,

… Jean Zepp tears down the stairs of the sawmill four at a time. He races through the portal of wrought iron,
runs into the street and hails a taxi.
“To the Quartier Général, please.”
“Tough luck!” the driver calls out indignantly. “Did you take a good look at my cab? Go into a slum like that?
Never!” He starts the car and is gone like the wind.
A stifling heat. The sun is overwhelming, a squadron of fat black flies is on patrol above a mountain of waste.
Rats are playing hide-and-seek. A few mangy dogs and cats are fighting over a bit of rubbish. Further on, sitting in
the road, an old man with a hollow face and a bunch of bananas between his legs chews his cola nut while he
waits to see if a rickshaw will come.
Zepp waits. He looks good. He makes a point of showing it. His eye on the offensive. His mouth encouraging.
A thumb in the air. The taxis pass by. Time does too.
He looks at his wristwatch. Twelve-thirty. For an hour now and completely demoralized, his eyes have been
following the silhouette of cabs that fling up their “No” at him before they disappear with an explosive backfire at
the end of the street.
“I’m going to the QG.”
“You sick or something?”
“I’m going to the QG.”
“Let your mama take you!”
“I’m going to the QG.”
“Why not to Paris?”
Not to mention the other even more abusive refusals. Classy cabs. Cabs in the image of their drivers. Greasy,
dirty, neglected, sloppy. The image of QG … but a grime different from and superior to that of the QG. For filth,
like backsides, is divided into two categories. On one side is rich filth, where one may, even if there is no food to
be found, inhale the foul stench of opulence. Rich, withered, ruined fannies, already exhaling the shadows of
death, but still lustful and generous.
And in this area, Jean Zepp is an expert. It is not long at all since the blessed era of Mama Mado. Mado who
admitted to more than sixty seasons. Mado, insatiable in bed, generous at the dinner table. And he, Zepp, was her
little darling, her little bird. He’d alight on the branches and sing. He’d sing her praises, her legs, her arms, her
lips. They’d sing together, praising the same things; they didn’t understand each other, they were happy, they
knew nothing of the nature of their happiness, they’d die to get up with the dawn.
Oh! Mado! Inscribed forever in the memories of this man who is now flat broke. Ass. Banknote. Fanny. All
quite different from this filth of the QG, emptied of everything. Filth in its pure state, an exact replica of the
impoverished backside in its twilight state.
Flaccid, repugnant, useless … Not even a smell to stick one’s nose in!
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*
The air is stifling. The asphalt in the road is slowly melting and his plastic soles are sticking to the tar. With
heavy heart and nostalgia in his nostrils, Jean decides to make the trip on foot. He struggles past seven milestones
on dusty road, framed by old colonial-style homes. He says to himself that before …
No. There is no before, there is earth without a before, there are men without a before, since before is in front,
the road is straight. Man walks straight ahead without hesitation, without faltering, turning around only to realize
other befores buried deep inside the collective memory.
And in front of Jean lies the road north. He will take it, as did Jacques, Paul, Isidore, Essame, Abaga, and many
others before them. He will take to the sea, he will come back with cars, furniture, refrigerators, gas stoves. And
he’ll make them see it all, all these taxis who refuse to pick him up: dressed in linen today, in leather tomorrow, in
cashmere the day after, and suede yesterday, all of it labeled “Yves,” and with the most platinum-blonde chick in
the world on his arm. And Mama will be happy, he’ll send her money, she’ll be the most envied mother on earth
with her kitchen gadgets and her “Marçon Griffel” dresses.
He will build homes, sumptuous homes, ever more sumptuous. One house for the aunt, one for the cousin, one
for his brother-in-law’s cousin, each one of them with plenty of sheet metal, and marble from abroad, and a
woman from abroad.
He knits his eyebrows, as bushy as a fallow field. He has heard it said that the blondest platinum broads don’t
like having children … Unless …
Today is not the time. He’ll think about that some other day. First straighten out his housing problem. Anyway,
he has arrived. Here is the QG.
A humid heat. A hypnotic white sky. The fronts of the houses resemble wrinkled old ladies and the old ladies
look like old, rusty tin cans, all of them gnawed at by life, mummified in their endless wait for a life. In the
streets, men, women and children are walking slowly, heavily. Some of them talk to themselves. The others throw
them a look of surprise and say:
“Oh, the poor guy. He’s out of his mind. Oh, what a wretch!”
Then they, too, begin a soliloquy as they walk on.
Jean crosses the bridge, stops for a moment to wipe his forehead, which is dripping with sweat, with the back
of his hand before he stares fixedly at the house before him. That’s the one all right. He can’t be wrong, his informant had been very definite:
“After the bridge,” he’d told him, “it’s the first house on the right.”
And the sign is there, hanging crookedly on the wall: Room for Rent .
He can always settle his weary bones down here while waiting for the day when his match with fate will end in
a draw. He claps his hands to make his presence known and enters.
The reception is icy. Sprawling in a brown leatherette armchair, her right hand on the armrest and her left hand
between her thighs, Ada begins the interrogation. Where is he from? What does he do? Where will he go? What
will he do? Who will pay the bills? A real grilling, it must be admitted. Traps disguised as surprises. Affirmative
interrogations. Questions repeated. Ten, twenty, a hundred times, and still her hand planted between her thighs,
her lips curled up, exposing large teeth with gaps between them, like the ironwork of a sewer opening.
He, Jean Zepp, the male so at home with feminine signals, sniffs the trap. First rule: don’t let yourself be overrun by the verbal flood of the female. Second rule: retain pertinent facts. Third rule: talk.
And he talks. He tells funny, irresistible, fantastic stories. Has she ever seen TV? What? TELEVISION. No. No?
He had seen it at work. The receiver, screen, images, landscapes, a man, a woman. Real ones? What is it that
separates real from false? What is it that separates joy from suffering? What is it that separates God from
humankind? And shadow from humankind? They live, they eat, they love, they have a dynamism of their own.
Like us. Like animals and plants. What is important is to hear them talk, to listen to them and define their secrets.
Only then can they be tamed.
Ada listens to him, worried and in awe of him at one and the same time. Oh well! The man has something!
She has certainly seen some men in her life, skirt-chasers who forget what they’re after; those who indulge
their cravings for other portions of hair and skin and devour them under the disgusted eyes of their wives; she has
seen the guilty, the offenders, the usurpers, the insomniacs …
But this one is unclassifiable. Surely an imported product. Overcome by sharp emotions, she speaks.
“It is God who sent you here, my son. And since it is God who has sent you, I want you to move in as of today.
You mustn’t contradict the Lord. He knows what he’s doing. He’s no fool! Impossible to deceive him. We have to
side with him, my son. Only on that condition will he look out for us.”
“I know Ma … I know …”
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“I’m happy you are a sensible man, son. Unfortunately, I must fail in my most basic duty by not showing you
the house myself. My daughter will take care of that. You’ll see, she’s a nice girl.”
“I know Ma … I know …”
Actually, he was speaking too rapidly, for he no longer knew what he knew, but he did know that he had to
have the room.
*
The “room of light” as it is pompously called, is the brightest room in the house. A small rectangular window
spreads a filtered light through a piece of sheeting. The floor is littered with old newspapers, cigarette butts, corks,
and beer caps. Postcards and magazine covers of all kinds paper the walls. In one corner, a low table and a rickety
armchair.
Jean paces the room, his hands in his pockets. The weak light that filters through the window is enough to
emphasize his thick lips, his merry eyes, and his hairy hands. He is thinking that he’ll have to clean and furnish all
of this, but he doesn’t feel like it, he doesn’t want anything at all. Yes he does … this room, right here, and the
platinum-blonde, now. He lights a cigarette, takes a drag, and with his head turned up to the ceiling, he finally
condescends to speak to the girl who, for ten minutes now, has had an abstract look on her face so as not to catch
his eye.
“Your mother told me …”
Suddenly, Ateba raises her head and looks at him.
Me, I’ve known all along that everything would happen according to the stars that know the origin of woman
and the provenance of man. I knew that she would raise her head and voice her desire to speak, so that the words,
dark in their clarity, might become light in their gloom. I knew she wanted to speak like this in order that the man
would expose himself within the limited form of his truths. I was guiding her breath, I was guiding her lips … that
was my role.
“Ada is not my mother. She’s my aunt.”
Well! Another one who speaks like a westerner!
“I’d have sworn you were one of those well-bred young girls of which we see so few nowadays. Obviously I
was wrong. Would that the lady might forgive me!”
A bow. A smile. But the yellow eyes underneath the thick eyebrows do not laugh. A worrisome violence remains lurking deep inside the pupils.
“What should one call you? Simply Madame or White Lady?”
“Neither. But you should know that we don’t live and we don’t die in someone else’s place.”
“Bitch!”
“I am who I am.”
“Can you tell me what the difference is between your aunt and your mother? Perhaps it is that the one carried
you in her belly and the other didn’t?”
“Perhaps …”
“Slut! To let your values slide like that. What have you gained by adopting the European way of thinking, eh?
Perhaps when the white people annihilate us, perhaps then you’ll react?”
“Perhaps.”
A gentle resonance, a challenge. This word pleases her, it stops her, she repeats it:
“Perhaps.”
And even if it didn’t please her, it would make no difference. Time is out of kilter, man is out of step, and as
for the rest, what does it matter? She has lost track of the years, and it’s been quite a long time since she waited
for her mother to return, her memory turned toward the past. She used to lie in wait for the dawn that would bring
the holidays, the rains, the corn, and these would come; Betty did not.
January, February, March, she no longer knew. The months were so much alike for her! Why January before
February? Why October before December? She used to like June. She would have liked the year to begin with
June and end with June. Man had gone wrong in his classification of the months. She was waiting for him to
realize that and every day she hoped in a crazy way for the moment when man would count the moons backwards.
She used to say:
“The dead aren’t dead. Betty didn’t leave. There never was any war. Man miscalculated time!”
And everything was gone. Time burnt up. Without her. Without anything. Perhaps.
She didn’t see him bring his body over towards her. She emerged from her thoughts to see his hands crash
down on her arms. He shakes her, he yells at her, she’s breathing in his cheap tobacco breath.
Aversion? Repressed.
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To be elsewhere. To smell other odors. Sea. Salt. To talk about the street, a dog passing by, a sad body, a sulky
look, or simply a draught of air.
“Bitch … Slut … Whore … And I took you for a nice girl! … You could have been my wife … But you’re
nothing but a whore!”
He shouts, he shakes her, she says nothing. Yet she could explain to him, tell him that she didn’t want to hurt
him, that basically she was a “nice girl,” deep down inside, there where the boat capsizes in the fluid waters of
woman. So that he’d stop touching her. So that he’d stop shaking her. So that he’d stop insulting her.
“The same,” he says panting. “All the same.”
And what if she were to jump out of the window? She would fall. Fall. Then, get up. Go ahead, woman, fall.
That is your fate: light the torch of darkness before you regain the legend. It is a path, woman. A one-way street.
Your relationship with death will be confirmed.
And afterwards? Nothing, woman. Nothing. Thousands of flowers will rain down in the October dusk and men
… ah well, the men will raise up the dawn of Sacrifice.
Suddenly, as if dazzled, she imagines herself raped, right here on the dirty floor. She begins to shriek, she is
afraid, she feels dizzy, she is in pain; he loves fear, he loves suffering, he loves the abyss; he grabs her by the
waist and kisses her hard and deep, he is waiting to be slapped, but it doesn’t happen; disappointed he flings her
away and begins to talk. He speaks very quickly with words that jostle and justify. He says he has never raped a
woman, they all went along with him, all of them. It’s a question of his honor as a man. Is she listening to him?
Her false dignity, she knows where she can shove it.
She isn’t listening to him, she grasps the meaning of what he is saying; it reverberates inside her and
elsewhere. It’s the wind striking against the window, insulting the words she’d like to get out and doesn’t, the
tears that throng inside her and which she holds back.
But the woman, the woman does not hear. She understands and lets him go all the way, she lets him run his
mouth till it’s dry, she lets him pull himself together.
*
Jean leaves, slamming the door, and only then does she burst into sobs. She weeps, she asks her tears to come,
to keep coming, to transform her life into one gigantic lake and to purify it, to sanctify her life. Since man has
darkened her with slander, as he has sullied her with his hands.
Oh! If only the stars knew this! Before, Ateba was woman. She was thousands of women. Was she beautiful?
One couldn’t say that she was beautiful because ugliness didn’t exist, seeing that beauty was an accident in the
life of man, and since he was running around the streets shouting out his disgust with the rest, with all that was
not himself. She was Ateba and all women were she. She seduced the rain and the wind, she was the divine.
It has been years since Ateba has wept this much. She observes her tears, she watches her sorrow, she tries to
track it down. She can’t manage it.
So she drags her backside through the dust and lends her ear to the street. In the distance a child is crying; a
woman bemoans her lot; a dog groans. Her tears leave her for she likes these complaints of others, she has always
liked these cries that wander off, find each other, fade, merge, while elsewhere happiness continues its haughty
pace.
She likes to dive into sorrow the way others dive into the sea, to flow with it, to drown in it.
She slowly relaxes her body and stretches out on the floor, her eyes dried by other people’s hell. She tells
herself she is living her own bereavement in the room Jean will occupy. Soon she’ll be a corpse in his man’s
room. Each stone, each scrap of tin, each floorboard, each grain of sand imprinted with her lifeless body. She tells
herself that he will survive her death for failing to respect her life. He will look at her body, he will welcome it
into his memory in spite of himself, himself notwithstanding. In order to set himself free, he will call on suffering,
on punishment. They will not come since suffering is a gift, since punishment is a gift; nothing more will be left
to be summoned, to serve as a shield.
But how the devil can she think of her own death when she is so young?
A foreboding?
No. She doesn’t want that, she doesn’t want to die. She doesn’t want to croak, open-mouthed like Uncle Samba
who drank like a fish; she doesn’t want to die on tiptoe like grandmother, whose insides death had ripped away
from her. She doesn’t … she doesn’t …
She is Ateba, young, beautiful, dynamic, with thousands of moons ahead of her and the gleam of light as well.
She doesn’t mind letting death caress her flesh, provided she is able to wake up at dawn, to look up at the stars.
Superstition? She doesn’t ask the question in those terms. She simply reacts to: “Don’t think about certain things.
By thinking about them you’ll make them happen,” and to: “If ever your thoughts escape, talk to someone about
it.”
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And she knows that she must speak to someone, come what may. Ada? No. Too many complications in the
end, without beginning to count the “whys” that would inevitably be turned against her. Combi? She would then
have to listen to the recital of her woes for the n th time. Of her loves.
Ateba doesn’t want that.
She decides to talk to herself.
She likes that. As a child, when she did something wrong, Ateba would disappear into her room long before
she’d been reprimanded by whoever it was. And there, in solitude and silence, she’d go through her little routine.
She’d begin by getting undressed, then she’d sit cross-legged at the foot of the bed, elbows raised, arms
stretched sideways, hands together, like a Hindu goddess.
With her eyes closed she would talk. For example, a deep voice would declare:
“You, Ateba Leocadie, Citizen and Servant of His Majesty the King of Awu, are accused of high treason, of
treachery to the natural order of life, therefore you are condemned to pay five hundred thousand francs and to
receive one hundred lashes with the whip. Accused! What do you have to say in your defence?”
Another voice would respond, a child’s voice this time:
“May it please His Majesty to forgive his humble servant. The glass slipped out of my hands. I beg His
Majesty to have pity and to spare me the whip. I shall do all that His Majesty desires, but may he spare me from
such humiliation!”
“I wish to hear nothing further!” the deep voice would thunder. “Take her away! Executioner!”
And the child’s voice would begin to sob while talking; she’d repent, she’d implore!
“Spare me, Lord! I deserve your ire, spare my flesh! I am in the wrong, don’t chastise me! Death, Lord, is
breathing over my body, spare it, please!”
The more she’d shout, the more her imagination would run wild. Surrounded by executioners, the humble
servant would arouse the pity of the masses. They didn’t understand; they’d throw stones, break windows, to
appease their desire to understand, in order not to understand any further, in order not to have to understand.
Finally they would save her—since the unknown was executioner, since the enemy was executioner. As for Ateba,
she left them absolutely indifferent.
*
Ateba gets up and takes off her pagne, sits down again and closes her eyes:
“My lady Death. I see you gently pulling me towards you. I feel your warmth and yet I am so cold. Perhaps I
need more blankets? All right. I have trifled with the idea of you, with the horrible idea of you …”
Suddenly she falls silent. She no longer knows death’s words—she’ll speak to her another time, the day that
the introductions will have been made.
Slightly reassured, she lies back down on the floor. The air smells stale, invites sleep. She feels a dreadful
desire to sleep. But like a bruise, her body preserves the imprint of him who only a few moments earlier leaned
into her. To keep on trying is useless since the memory is opened up.
Ateba gets up again. She runs to Ada’s room. She unties her pagne. She stands in front of the mirror. She
spreads her legs. She examines the inside of her sexual parts. She inserts a finger. No blood. She gets dressed
again …
*
Time was a blur until the evening. Perhaps she slept, ate, drank; she does not know.. She didn’t watch time
flow, she didn’t talk to herself, she only stayed with herself, without seeing or hearing herself, with just an
occasional glance outside at the others.
Standing in the dining room, Ateba sets the table and watches as the silence of darkness arrives. First she put
the settings side by side to shorten gestures, for sweeping movements wear out the eyes. Then she separated them.
She, Ateba, is crazy. She is mad about eyes. Even as a child her passion was known. She’d hide from the looks
that followed her and she’d pursue those looks that fled from hers. She also imagined that the stars had thousands
of eyes which would set you free or kill you in a wink.
In her street fights, she’d be driving her sharp nails into someone’s eyes and exult in imagining her hands
soaked with the sticky and viscous liquid. She’d say: “I’m going to scratch your eyes out. I’m going to scratch
your eyes out,” and she’d think: “Give me your eyes, give them to me, they don’t belong to you.” And the other
children would say:
“Run, get away from her, get away from her. You don’t know what she’s capable of!”
But tonight she doesn’t feel like seeing Ada’s eyes boring into the man. She doesn’t want to watch the woman
weave the web of her presence around the man. She doesn’t want to keep them company right up until bedtime,
all the way to the foot of forgetfulness. She suffers from seeing their heads distanced and yet so close!
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How can you escape from hatred? It ought to be possible to kiss people without touching them. She feels that
they’re touching her, that she’s engulfed in hatred. She is these thousands of women from whom the children have
been torn away. Hatred has to be …
She is an exile. Hatred is justified. They’ve driven her from her land. If she doesn’t hate she’ll skid around.
*
Ateba goes off to her room and collapses on her bed. She decides she’ll sleep till dawn, straight through,
without waking up, without dreaming. She closes her eyelids and waits for her will to get the better of sleep.
It is ten o’clock in the evening. The QG is asleep, Ateba tries to sleep, to act like everyone else. The herd? It is
sleeping as well. Ateba can’t.
Instead of sleep, an agonizing darkness gathers all around her. Her flesh tightens at the smallest noise, her heart
leaps. What good does it do to flee from ghosts since they haunt your sleep? Better to confront them, to strangle
them, than to have them strangle you.
Ateba gets up, takes a few steps across the room then leans out of the window. In the distance, the town is
bathed in an unnatural quiet. From time to time a current of air, the barking of a dog or just a silhouette standing
out against the night. Despite the stars that perforate the sky, the darkness wins out. It weighs on her body, on her
nerves. Slowly she gets back to bed. She lies down and takes off her panties. Soon she’ll discover man’s emotion
inside her body; she’ll crack it and keep herself at a distance so as not to catch the germ of confusion. Her
haunches will move by themselves. They’ll rock with the heat of desire, there inside her belly, so she’ll finally fall
asleep.
For a long time, Ateba had been in the habit of fondling herself so she would fall asleep. She’d close her eyes,
she’d caress herself, she’d call out for pleasure, she’d tell it to come to her, to come with its warmth into her loins,
to take her until she’d come. Never yet had she come with a man, enjoyed his image or his gestures, his curled up
desire, imbued with ingenuity and foolishness or with the need to replicate himself.
This particular night, sleep has prowled around and kept its distance and daylight finds her sitting up. Ateba
rises, gets dressed, and takes up her woman’s life again.
*
Ada is in great fettle. She glances at her, doesn’t question her about her disheveled look, the circles under her
eyes, the flickering anguish deep inside her pupils. Ada has never really looked at her; she doesn’t know her, they
don’t know each other; for years they’ve been living side by side without seeing each other, without knowing each
other; they will die without having truly seen each other. Ada has always called her “my daughter.” She has
always appreciated her docility and her obedience in response to:
“Go to the market, do the dishes, empty my chamber-pot.” Never once has she said to her:
“I’d like to talk about you, I’d like you to talk about me.”
She knows Ateba is a virgin, she’d checked it, and sometimes, when the heat of her own flesh becomes too
unbearable, she comes out with a:
“Get married so I can finally be free, and you, too, can do whatever you want.”
I, who didn’t exist, I saw her living from day to day, without joy, without surprise. I saw her deceive death so
she could grasp it better. I watched her get bogged down in her life without budging the small patch of sky above
her head. I knew of Ateba’s desire when she was watching Ada. I knew of her agony in the face of that tangle of
muscles and flesh. I knew of her need to surpass herself, to undertake a dance, a solitary dance in which she
would be both escort and lady, striding along in a way that would take her to the other end of herself. Instead of
which that morning I saw her running off to the bathroom, hiking up her pagne and pissing abundantly.
*
The guests arrived, small groups at a time, with weighty footsteps, heads high, looking important. Of course
the men collapsed in the armchairs, on chairs and benches, instantly monopolizing what little shade the trees
provided.
Forced into the left corner of the courtyard, slumped on overturned crates, the women sigh and gesture incessantly. Underneath their long tunics there is the constant music of plastic bags in which they’ll put the leftovers.
Little by little, the atmosphere changes. The men begin to let go of their put-on airs so they can talk. They
speak very fast. Same words. Same phrases. Only the voices differ. Deep. Light. Loud. And always that power
that confers a vague superiority on the one who speaks most loudly.
Used to a lack of comfort, the women also relinquish their sullen looks and start their mouths running. They
are remembering past celebrations: wonderful weddings, fantastic communions, parties at which they ate their fill.
Once again they’re hoping to find plenty to eat. Really! Life is short. They don’t know what tomorrow will bring.
Crushed between a huge lady, well encased in her rolls of fat, and a tiny old woman furrowed with wrinkles
with her head turned up towards the sky, Ateba sits in oblivion.
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But Me, I’m watching her; I am analyzing her silence. The sky is not empty, there’s the sun, there’s the moon,
there are the stars. The sky is full up. She wants to take a walk inside its vault and drown in it, so as not to suffer
any further anguish. In the sky, truth is real and the light doesn’t wear a mask, neither the mask of damnation nor
that of redemption; nothing but the sensuality of knowledge, still quivering inside every memory. And the clouds?
They are books, enormous quantities of books, in which are inscribed the monstrous crimes of man’s inhumanity
to mankind. One day the past will come and, leaning against her tree, woman will crumple the present into a ball
and throw it into the river of abominations.
And what if she were wrong? And what if she were to pursue her impossible dreams? And what if the past
were not to come back? And what if woman were to go on living in a disintegrating world?
The raucous voice of the fat woman sitting next to her brings her out of her reveries.
*
“Do you know why Etoundi invited us?”
“No, Ma. But—”
“His son is being circumcised,” the old one interrupts. Her voice low. A skeptical grin:
“I wonder if there’ll be any wine.”
“Pffft!” the fat one says contemptuously. “I’ve come prepared to go home with an empty stomach. Etoundi is
like everyone else. A lot in his head, nothing in his hands.”
“Selfish, that’s what people are becoming! The young have no idea how to give. It’s the whites who’ve stuck
that into their heads.”
“Oh no! It’s not the white people’s fault! It’s our own young who want to be like them.”
“Don’t you think they might be right, after all?” a scrawny thing puts in mockingly; she’s been following the
conversation from the start. “The family, the family, the family, it’s always the family! Maybe it’s time they began
to think a little about their own future.”
“And where would they be without their family?” the fat one questions derisively.
“You don’t have children for your own ends,” the scrawny one flares up. “If only all parents would get that
into their heads we’d be in a lot less trouble.”
“Let’s talk about something else,” the old one cuts in. “The wind has ears.”
“There’s Etoundi now.”
A small man, tightly packed inside his own fat, makes his way through the crowd. Mouths close tightly. Chairs
are drawn closer together. The women lower their heads in an attitude of respect. One of them rushes over to place
a chair in the center of the courtyard. Another hands him a glass of palm-wine which he does not deign to taste. A
third woman wipes the sweat off his dripping forehead. Finally he speaks:
“The Evila clan!”
“One voice and only one,” the crowd yells in a traditional response.
“Dear brothers, dear sisters, open your hearts and your hands so that the heavens will look favorably upon our
son, Soto, as he enters the adult world.”
“Owéée!”
He smiles, raises his hand in a dramatic gesture. Then:
“Certain problems forced me to ask Ada to organize this gathering at her house. She agreed without any
hesitation. Long live the ways of the village!”
“Owéée!”
*
Ateba listens or maybe she doesn’t. Sometimes round about this time of day, during family reunions, she finds
that unhappiness arrives. It always emerges inside her body and causes her to shiver; she is cold yet she is hot,
stifling hot. She is bored.
I too am bored; I approach her, shyly, I tug at her lips, she smiles, I sigh, she listens or pretends to. I fly off into
space, she forgets the way to the sky and looks at the world. Ateba is different from the world, she has lost her
illusions about the world and has trouble recognizing it, recognizing herself. There is too much shade in the light.
Her eyes hurt from staring so much …
“How can they scream these ‘Owéés!’ when they are there to stuff their faces, not to communicate with other
people? How can they go to such lengths to forget every vestige of dignity? Perhaps they’re waiting to see their
own offspring in this situation—somewhere between being dragged through the mire and holding their own,
vainly looking for their mutilated bits of flesh—before they themselves will react?”
*
Ateba remembers a cheerful old lady who used to adore her. She would take her on her lap and bounce her up
and down. She would sing her the loveliest songs, tell her the best stories, often she’d keep her there in bed with
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her just to have her smell around her under the covers. Some nights, with the moon watching over them, she’d
gather the children of the neighborhood around her. She’d talk, keep on talking, until she had engraved her
gestures, the family, into their memories. Sometimes she’d proclaim her concern about their tomorrows, since she
herself could no longer manage to find her own present.
Grandmother. Her voice evoked a mysterious world for Ateba, a world that held the true meaning of life and
the secret of death locked inside itself. Ateba would say:
“Speak, Ma, tell me more.”
And for hours Grandmother would talk: she’d tell of the stars, the rain, the wind. Ateba would no longer
understand, still she’d go on talking. Ateba would reach her limits, go beyond them, transcend them, and at last,
overcome by sleep, she’d let her head drop on to Grandmother’s breasts, that smelled of dried herring, and she’d
close her eyes while, in the distance, dawn was running towards its blazing roots.
Grandmother. It was said that she’d had a pale and puny husband who died before reaching sixty. She took care
of him, fed him, despised him. To anyone willing to hear it, she always used to say that the notions of what is real
and unreal, of Good and Evil, all the distinctions by which the order of the Universe is directed, were so
completely muddled inside his head, that they overshadowed any qualities with which nature had endowed him
and shamelessly revealed all his foibles. He had given her nine children, most of whom died very young, eaten by
sorcerers, the evil eye.
“Tender new flesh! Tender new flesh!” Grandmother shrieked bitterly.
Only Ada and Betty had escaped the slaughter. Ada married Samba, a salesman of palm wine, who drank more
than he sold. One day he was found in a ditch and returned to dust without a torrent of suffering. Ada replaced
him with other men, hundreds of other men who left her naked belly to bring forth the day. Betty, the last little
one, light of hope and life, naturally became Grandmother’s and Ada’s baby doll. They idolized her, pampered
her, and protected her from everything bad, even from words of love.
*
“Ada would like you to tell the tenant there’s a gentleman who wants to see him,” her fat neighbor whispers to
her.
Slowly Ateba gets up and dragging her feet heads towards the house under the admiring eyes of the men who,
their senses keen, are listening, or pretending to listen, to Etoundi.
And he swaggers, with his loud speech and his empty brain. He is enraptured by his own words, just as empty
and boring as all those who lend him their ears, ears that take nothing in.
Some women have laid out banana leaves in a corner and with sharpened tongues and a glimmer in their eyes
they whisper prognostications on the behavior of the boy to be initiated.
Ateba wants so much to speak to Jean! They haven’t spoken to each other since the scene in the room of light.
Lack of time? Shyness? She couldn’t say. But it is true that every time they crossed each other’s path, sound
abandoned her, words remained glued to her lips. And every time there is regret as persistent as the apprehensions
of a pregnant woman.
*
A sudden anxiety paralyses her when she enters the house. She’s under the impression that she has suddenly
been plunged into a maze with unknown offshoots running from it. The spirits of the ancestors spring up. Their
groans illuminate the house and transform it into an enormous inferno. Ateba shrieks, her voice leaves her, the
screams flow back into her body, one on top of the other. She can no longer command them, she no longer wants
to be in command.
Me, I lean over towards her, wipe her forehead, I tell her to open her eyes, to watch how a festive crowd is
made up of sad men as the celebration is beginning outside.
She refuses. I command her. She opens her eyes; I look at their stubborn glare. I shake my head, won over.
They will only see when the masquerade begins to slacken off underneath the dark vault of the bowers.
Unsteadily, Ateba straightens up again. She holds on to the wall to steady herself and wipes her forehead.
Since Betty left her, she’s been having these fainting spells. They are not merely the whims of an abandoned
child. It’s something else, an anguish that wounds her, eats away at her, bores into her before setting her whole
being on fire.
With every change in her life anxiety enters her and increases hour by hour. She is no longer the same, she’s
not quite herself any more. Sure, she is still obedient and, as always, she washes, she cooks, she gives rubdowns.
But deep inside herself other words are being born which she fiercely holds in out of fear of Ada, of others, and
above all of herself—since she no longer knows, since she no longer sees, since she’s standing on the edge of the
abyss, since madness is calling her …
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She constructs dams to contain it. Dams with known landmarks, so that rationality won’t escape her again, so
that she won’t catch the madness again. She struggles and yet she knows that one day a stronger tide will come
and it will take her away.
And what is Jean’s role in all this? Ah, well! She’ll consider that some other time.
Her knees quaking, Ateba leaves her place of support and moves towards the room of light. From afar the
noises of the party reach her—a muddle, a mixture of words and stifled laughter. Ateba stops, hesitates a moment,
then suddenly opens the door.
A cry. Transfixed, Ateba remains with her hand on the latch. Jean turns his head towards her, opens his mouth,
then closes it just as quickly; ripped apart the girl on the edge of the bed keeps her hands locked around her
lover’s neck.
I see them freeze together. I watch hatred and shame become crystallized and darken their eyes; I see their
claws sink into flesh and pull it apart. Deep inside myself, I exult. Hatred is justified. I would soon find it again.
How much time went by? A minute? Five minutes? Time no longer exists for Ateba. There is no party going
on. There is nothing any more. Since she herself is the woman who is ripped apart, she must withdraw, run elsewhere, castrate the pain.
She goes out, slams the door, crosses the hallway, her heart beating, her nerves shot. As if in a distant universe,
the idea of two bodies emerges, two bodies which spent a long time rubbing up against each other before lying
still.
She goes into the bathroom, she puts her head into a basin of water, dries herself, looks at herself in the mirror
for a long time. She spits. The woman in the mirror has the embittered face of a wife held up to ridicule.
*
Outside the air vibrates. Backsides shake. Hearts enthralled, faces frothing. A circle is forming, sweat mingles.
Four arms hold up the initiate on a banana leaf. His legs are skinny, his belly bloated. Doctors would say he’s
suffering from rickets. Drunk with fear, his eyes are turning in every direction. He’s begging.
“Let go of me! Let go of me! Mama, help me! Help me, mama! I don’t want to! I don’t want to!”
I watch him writhe, fight. I tell myself he can spare the time since nobody hears him, since nobody wants to
hear him. Sure, he screams, he gesticulates, he bites, but he won’t be able to escape, he won’t be able to get away
any more, he’ll be part of the corporation from now on, and he will pass the suffering on like the others. Doesn’t a
shepherd brand his sheep with a red-hot iron in order to recognize them?
“You’d do better to stay calm,” an ageless little runt on stumpy legs says to him. “Soon you’ll be a man. A real
one.”
I stop myself bursting out laughing at that remark. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, since I don’t exist, since no one
sees me. I embark upon the song of the man who wants his worth to be recognized by the length of his sex organ
and his quality by the absence of his foreskin. I’m singing and deep inside me I imagine a landscape made of stillquivering foreskins, pinned artistically on to a cork board like butterflies. I am singing at the top of my voice. No
one hears me. I’m not disturbing anyone. After all, who am I?
The song. I sing and evoke the memory of women torn apart by this sex organ so carefully prepared for manhood. I’m proud of myself, I listen to myself singing … I’m convinced that I have hit upon the truth. I sing for the
simple reason that no one understands a single word of my language.
The arrival of the circumciser makes the noise grow louder. The lines move apart to let him through and immediately close again. Nobody would think of missing the opening of the most fascinating show on earth. A man
hands a knife to the circumciser. A second one proclaims his right, as first cousin, to bury the foreskin. A third
man asks him to recite a prayer in order to facilitate Soto’s entrance into the clan of adults. In the vampire crowd
there’s waiting, anxiety, excitement. Those whose eyes run into the obstacle of someone’s back experience the
sounds alone. Bodies rubbing. Hearts beating. Screams. A young woman says at intervals:
“My God! My God! I can’t see a thing! I can’t see anything at all! Move, will you!” Another woman, a real
ostrich, opens her eyes every so often and doesn’t stop asking her neighbor:
“Is it over yet? Hey, say something! Is it done yet?”
A murmur runs through the crowd. The circumciser has just rolled up his sleeves and checks the knife’s cutting edge. Then there is silence. Now all that’s noticeable is the beating of hearts and the buzzing of a delegation
of huge green flies above the pistachio and peanut cakes.
The knife is lowered, the foreskin goes flying, blood spurts forth. A scream followed by the crowd’s applause.
The circumciser rises again. With a weary motion he wipes his forehead, lets his vacant look wander across the
crowd, smiles. The applause gets louder. The show is over. The crowd moves away, satisfied.
Ateba attended the circumcision without the slightest shiver of disgust to disturb the uneasy pleasure she felt
on seeing the blood spurt from the mutilated member.
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And Me, seeing her eyes hypnotized by that blood, I cannot help but think that if she can look at it this way,
without a shiver, without fear, without disgust, it’s because blood can no longer look at her. Man, in his blind
cruelty, has gouged blood’s own eyes out and, hounded by him, blood finished by deserting his Kingdom.
The reign of blood is coming to an end. In her eyes, blood is no more than an illusion, an artificial blood
created by man to replace the real thing. Since blood’s flame no longer exists, everything that vibrates underneath
the earth is going to be wrecked, crushed. There will be nothing left but Nothingness. And she?
She is the nothing that makes the whole. I like that sentence. It resembles all those little things in life which
Ateba is wild about but whose origin she doesn’t know and which make sense to her bewildered mind alone. I
whisper this into her spirit. She smiles. She thinks that soon there will be no women left and that, by dint of being
this nothing that is everything, they will end up being dissolved into the other end of nothing.
And afterwards? She no longer knows, she no longer wants to know, she must no longer know.
*
In high school, Ateba always had the reputation of being a champion of absurd reasoning. She used to triumph
over her opponents by pulling them into pseudo-philosophical discussions that would end in screaming matches
and a “You’ll never understand anything” which she’d let fly with an irritated look. Then she’d take refuge in a
corner, allowing her aggravation and their anger to pass, after which she’d come back to be completely forgiven,
remaining utterly convinced that she was right and that only her patience and determination would permit her to
cut through the fog of time and the mist of progress.
Today, two years after having left high school, she no longer communicates her strokes of inspiration to
anyone. She’s content to recite them to herself or to write them on bits of paper which she then hastily folds into
little boats and sends floating down the stream that runs through the QG—a safe way, in her opinion, to send her
ideas into the world.
Lately, she has been multiplying her messages. She has written to every Jeanne, Pauline, Carole, Nicole, every
Mole, Kambiwa, Akkono, Chantal … to all the women who inhabit her imagination and rob her of her nights. She
has written to each of them in the same words, the same sentences, and at great length. And she always tells them
that the world is no longer, that life is no longer, that only Nothingness reigns.
Not once has she written to a man, the idea itself has never crossed her mind …
*
Jean approached her discreetly. He asked her in a quiet voice—but one that brooked no answer—to follow
him. She obeyed, making sure nobody saw her, that all eyes were otherwise occupied.
They entered his room and he locked the door. Standing in front of her, with his wrinkled pants covering his
belly and his sex organs, his hands clasped on the hairy chest showing through an unbuttoned shirt, he seems to be
waiting for an explanation which doesn’t come.
Seeing him in this attitude of supreme judge, she cannot help but think of the man who, a few minutes earlier,
took his pleasure inside the belly of a cheap tart. And here he is! Temperamental god! Superb in his untidy clothes
as he eyes her scornfully from his six foot height. And as she looks at him she understands more clearly why these
male bodies have managed to bring humanity to its knees.
They are of the ilk that destroys, pillages, mutilates, but manages to wash its hands of it all in the wink of an
eye. In his eyes she reads his desire to subdue her one day, just for the pleasure of humiliating her.
Jean clears his throat.
“What did you come to my room for?”
“I had a message for you. I came to give it to you.”
“I had a message for you and I came to give it to you,” he mimics. “You don’t really think I’m going to swallow that! What do you take me for, eh?”
“But—”
“But what?” he interrupts. “You came to spy on me and that’s the truth!”
“What should I do something like that for?”
“For this!” he says, taking his member in his hand and throwing her a contemptuous look.
“You’ve gone totally mad!”
“No, sweetie,” he sniggers. “You robbed me of my pleasure. I’m simply asking it back from you. Fair enough,
don’t you think?”
He forces her into his arms and begins grinding his pelvis.
“You’ll see, my love. You’ll like it. All my women have liked it.”
“Let go of me or I’ll scream,” she hisses.
“Don’t make a fuss, my love. You know perfectly well you won’t do that. Your word against mine.”
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As he caresses her, he tries to hurt her tightly closed lips. A deep disgust overwhelms her and she gives such a
start that he lets go of her. She leaps towards the door. She is turning the latch when he grabs her by her hair. He
forces her down low, forces her to crouch. With her head pushed into his manly smells, her mouth against his
penis, she says to herself he’s gone completely mad, that she’s gone completely mad since she is responsible for
what happens to her. These last few nights her own thoughts have abandoned her for man: she has to pay for her
misdeeds. On her knees, her face raised to the sky … the position of the offending woman since time immemorial
… on the floor. Crouched. On her knees. The moon, the sun, the stars want it so … Unless. …
Unless she can go back into the sea.
But the sea is no longer. Man has imprisoned it in memory; there is no more sea, the sea has become a
myth. .And if she were to stop the flow of history by tearing his sex organ off with her teeth? And if, with the
sharp edges of her nails, she were to shred his lower belly? She’d make a stew with the hair, a stew, black and
sweet like the shade that pacifies her senses after the light has attacked them.
But Ateba Léocadie does nothing, says nothing. All she has left are her tears which she tries to hold back, and
that, as usual, form a screen behind which she contemplates her helplessness.
One truth has just forced itself upon her, still fuzzy, certainly, but a truth nevertheless: historically, as things
stand today, whatever she might do, whatever she might say, she will always be wrong. This is man.
Behind the door there’s a noise. Jean lets go of her immediately. She gets up, she opens the door and leaves,
running.
It is only the cat …
268.176 Excerpt from Dog Days: An Animal Chronicle\fn{by Alain Patrice Nganang (1970- )} Yaoundé, Mfoundi
Department, Centre Region, Cameroon (M) 10
1
I am a dog. Who else but me could admit it with such humility? Since I see no reproach in this confession,
“dog” becomes nothing more than a word, a noun: the noun men use to refer to me. But there you have it; in the
end, I’ve gotten used to it.
I’ve assumed the destiny it places on my shoulders. From here on out, “dog” is part of my universe, since I’ve
made men’s words my own. I’ve digested the structures of their sentences and the intonations of their speech.
I’ve learned their language and I flirt with their ways of thinking. I’ve even gotten used to the arrogance of their
orders. Who could ever have imagined such a thing? I obey without the slightest bit of anger whenever my master
calls, even if I do always drag my paws a little.
It hasn’t always been this way. At first I was wounded by even the most innocuous human words. Any order
made me see red. At times I even heard my own name as an insult, mistaking someone’s call for the splat of a gob
of spit. Then “dog” was just another of the countless human things that grabbed me by the throat, cut off my head,
tore out my guts and my teeth, covered me with filth, killed and buried me. Because for me the word signified the
arrogance with which men name the world, assigning a place to each thing, and ordering them to be silent. Each
and every time it was used to refer to me, the word let me know I was an object in the human universe, that I had
stopped being what I really was, and that I had no right to speak.
As I grew older, I became accustomed to this degrading term men use for me. To make a long story short, I
really got used to it the day my master, Massa Yo, took me to the veterinarian.
“Doctor,” he said tearfully, “my dog is sick. When I call him, he jumps up and tries to bite me!”
The veterinarian didn’t ask anything else. He spoke for a moment, but all I caught was the word “rabies.” And
then he took out a long black needle. That day, I understood that I’d have to answer to my name if I wanted to
survive. So I wagged my tail, lowered my ears, closed my eyes, and stretched my back. I even stood up on my
hind legs and gave a little dance.
Astonished, the veterinarian held back his needle. He petted my head and back. Amused by my antics, he
laughed. He said I was a good dog and I purred with pleasure. He didn’t give me a shot. He wrote up a long list of
aromatic brews that were supposed to calm my nerves. Finally, he recommended canned dog food, which my
master could buy at Score for 500 francs. Massa Yo scratched his head and thought for a minute, but then said that
he could still afford to feed me
“As long as my salary keeps coming,” he stressed.
The name my master actually gave me is “Mboudjak,” which means “the outstretched hand.”
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I don’t know why this name flatters me, or why I prefer it to just plain “dog.” It ought to have revolted me just
as much since, like “dog,” it fails to free me from the long human leash. But doesn’t it suggest that I have a hand
of my own? And even that I am my master’s hand? I guess we dogs have our vain streak.
Anyway, I prefer “Mboudjak” to “dog” out of pure vanity: the name gives me a bit of influence over my master. It makes me not only his enlightened guide but also, and especially, his infallible hand, his right arm—the one
that anticipates the path ahead, aware of all danger to come—and that makes me happy. I feel honored by my
name, proud to point out to men truth’s modest hiding place, and even to take the helm myself.
I may be just a dog, but I’m not stupid. I know I’ve never led anyone and that my master alone decides on the
path and the distance we’ll cover each time he takes me on a walk around La Carrière after work. He never—and
I mean never—tells me where we’re headed on these walks. Once we are in the woods, it doesn’t matter if I
prance along in front of him or run on ahead, I can already hear him calling my name if I stray from the path he
has in mind:
“Here, Mboudjak!”
Sometimes Massa Yo just whistles: phweet! I don’t know why, but a reflex of my flesh brings me right back to
follow in his footsteps. Most of the time, it’s true, my range is limited by a chain that binds me to his will.
Because I am his dog. Still, I’ll admit that our regular walks make me the envy of the dogs in our quarter.
“Your master has money, doesn’t he?” they all bark as we go by. “What’ve you seen?” Amused, I reply,
“Is a Big Man like a little one?”
Once when we were walking, a neighborhood dog came up to sniff my behind. His skin was scarred and
striped with mange, and a swarm of flies was making his life hell. It was like they were eating him alive. My
master shooed him away brutally.
“Bo-o! Do you do that with him?” asked the mangy dog from a safe distance. “Why does he love you like that,
huh?”
His bark was full of sarcasm. I looked away proudly, but he didn’t stop laughing. He said it was obvious I was
my master’s woman, that no man in Madagascar ever took walks with his dog (please remember, dear readers,
that Madagascar is one of Yaoundé’s working-class quarters, not to be confused with the country of the same
name about which the poet Jacques Rabemananjara sang). Never in all his long stray-dog memory had he seen
anything like this. Only I knew the true price of my favored treatment, he said, adding that I could keep quiet if I
wanted, my telltale ass was shouting what my mouth wanted to hush up: my wiggly-jiggly behind was proof of
the kind of life I was leading.
I knew I needed to squelch that sort of slander right at the start. I lunged forward, but my master had me
leashed. I started to reply. A thousand comebacks popped into my mind, but I just shook my head and decided to
keep quiet. It’s true—there are things that can’t be said, and sometimes it’s best just to shut up. I plugged my ears and
continued on my way, following my master.
Me, his “dog.”
2
In April 1989, Massa Yo was compressé, laid off. As if there were some logical connection, he immediately gave
up his walking ways. Hunkered down from then on in the dark hole of his crisis, mortified by memories of the
comfortable life from which he had been so abruptly weaned, emasculated by having to eat dry bobolo\fn{A stick of
dried cassava root (manioic)} with grilled peanuts morning, noon, and night, my master no longer reached out to caress
my head.
What am I saying: “caress”? He didn’t even call me; my name had died in his mouth. I hate to say it, but if he still
occasionally bought cans of dog food at Score, it was for him and his family. That meat was still affordable, in
comparison with what he could have bought from the Magudia\fn{ An ethnic group from northern Cameroon} butcher
around the corner.
I adapted to my devaluation. I didn’t act out rabies any more as a way of forcing his hand because I understood
his problem. Despite my silence, Massa Yo soon got in the habit of insulting me:
“Parasite!” he’d say when I came to rub up against his feet. “Get out!” Then he’d pick up one of his shoes and
throw it at me.
“Get out of here you njou njou Calaba!”\fn{Evil spirit} he sometimes added.
I soon forgot the golden age of our relationship. I kept clear of him, so as to avoid any unnecessary escalation
in the violence. In truth, I’d had enough of being his chosen victim, his scapegoat. When he came near me, more
and more often I just took off. I hugged the walls so he wouldn’t notice my shadow. I ran to hide behind the
neighborhood’s smelly houses.
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There I caught up with the strays with their bloodshot eyes and their halos of flies. I began spending more and
more of my days with them. Their company wasn’t always easy, however. They wanted to know what made my
life with my master special. They longed to hear the ups and downs of the life of a house pet.
It was the first time any of us had crossed class lines to speak to each other as brothers. They said I was lucky.
And I, filled with shame, I didn’t admit that my happiness was becoming more and more precarious. I didn’t want
to go up in flames right before their envious eyes. Sometimes, I’m afraid to say, I even sang my master's praises.
“Massa Yo could feed all the dogs in this quarter,” I told them.
And to my surprise, they believed me. Happily they never came and barked hungrily at Massa Yo’s door. I’d
told them my fiefdom was sacred and they believed me. They made do with envying my happiness from afar. To
tease me, they sometimes accused me of being a petit bourgeois dog.
They were never really mean to me, though. I took advantage of their friendship and kept quiet about my humiliations at home. When I went back to Massa Yo’s, I’d be met with his ugly glare. He only barely kept from
saying
“So you came back, huh? I thought you’d left for good.”
I suspected he wanted to give me up to the Sanitation Department, but lacked the courage to go through with
it.
Once I stayed out for a good long while. When the dogs of the quarter were surprised I didn’t leave them come
nightfall, I told them I just wanted to try out their nangaboko\fn{Homeless} way of life to understand them better.
“Out of canine solidarity,” I added.
“Are you sure it’s just out of solidarity?” asked one female dog, whose teats swept the ground.
To keep my misery from exploding in the bright sunlight, I avoided the eyes of my fellows during this stint
sleeping in the streets. There was always a little something somewhere for my stomach—this part of town is
really quite vast. In a gutter I’d find a chicken squashed by a car and tossed there by some human passerby. Or I’d
find a rat whose cadaver perfumed everything around it.
But a stony-faced dog finally wormed the truth out of me. He had guessed the depth of my suffering and
gained my confidence with an offer of friendship. When I confessed, in a moment of weakness and sincerity, that
I had slammed my master’s door behind me, I realized he was only fishing for information. He was the one who
spread the story of my disgrace to the other dogs.
One day, when I was caught up in the delightful vision inspired in me by a piece of wet leather, I heard a bark
over my head. It was the mangy-coated dog who had previously accused me of forbidden acts with my master.
“Hey, Mboudjak,” he howled, “you’re already eating cadavers-o.”
“Just to see what they taste like,” I began, haughtily. He burst out in his same old ironic laugh.
“Here on the outside, you’re gonna end up eating crap!” he said. “When you had it all-o, you wouldn’t even
give us the time of day. Now it’s your turn to be your master’s scapegoat.”
“A bo dze-a,”\fn{What’s he gonna do?} said a one-eyed female who’d joined in on the surprise and amusement of
the mangy mutt. “You’ll be just like us.” She stared me down with her menacing eye and bared her broken fangs.
I put my tail between my legs.
Yes, it had come to that. I’d fallen down to the level of my fellows’ suffering and run headlong into their insensitivity.
They’d put up with me only as long as I seemed to represent the Other World!
But why hold it against them? From then on I stoically endured their barking laughter, their whispers and their
teasing. At the same time I discovered the sordid side of their world of hunger. I learned that in the depths of their shit,
misery laid the kingdom of hallucinations wide open.
Sometimes I listened as they spent whole days telling each other stories about dog hospitals, dog churches, television
programs for dogs, meals specially prepared for dogs, taxes for the care of dogs, retirement homes for dogs, and even
cemeteries for dogs. I listened to their foolishness and amused myself by imagining the beauty of the animal paradise
they sketched in their efforts to drown out the all-too-loud growling of their stomachs. I struggled along endlessly in the
miasma of their putrefying hell and became just another stray myself. I took on the bleak outlook of any neighborhood
stray because, like them, I had nothing better on the horizon.
I’d be lying if I didn’t say that their fantasies sometimes reminded me of the sort of bliss I’d had with my master
—a bliss their company would never give back to me, that’s for sure.
At first I laughed at their fantasies and even said, sounding like my old sarcastic self,
“What have you seen?”
I only started defending myself when they ran out of dreams and began to hold my flight from human paradise
against me. And yet, as I argued with them, the image of Massa Yo’s house began to change in my head. I’ll admit it:
the more the street sucked me down into the dark and malodorous labyrinth of its myths, the larger Massa Yo’s house
loomed in my memory as an island of bliss—one I ought not to have given up so easily. The more I saw of my
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fellow dogs’ suffering, the more I regretted my hasty decision. I shook my ears violently to chase away the flies
pestering me, and turned around furiously to bite my back.
I was at the end of my rope and I told myself that I, Mboudjak, didn’t deserve to sleep in the mud. Indeed, my
companions’ hallucinations kept conjuring my master’s laughing face right before my eyes. I saw Massa Yo lifted
out of his misery. I saw him seated once again in the civil servant’s well-fed opulence. Sometimes I even saw him
with another dog at his side, a dog he’d also named “Mboudjak” out of laziness. Yes, just like that, I saw him
walking with this other Mboudjak along the road to Mbankolo, as he used to do with me. I saw him walk right by
me with his dog, without so much as a glance in my direction. Jealous, I barked out a thousand insults.
“Is a Big Man like a little one?” that other Mboudjak replied scornfully.
And so it had come to this: lying in my gutter bed, I thought back nostalgically to the golden age of my
relationship with my master. To console myself I imagined my own spicy epics and invented the myth of the dog
with a silver ring around his neck. As time went on, I forgot the bad days I’d been through with Massa Yo. A blow
is easily avoided if you know how to behave, I told myself in my most cowardly moments. An insult is swallowed
when you know how to forget, I said too. And spit smells no worse than muck. I even went so far as to reproach
myself for having been too naïve or, rather, too idealistic, for not having realized the harsh reality of life. And then
one day I heard someone say in a furious debate,
“What a stupid idea to walk around with a chain around your neck!”
Suddenly my feelings were divided. Life had left the dog who was speaking only three legs. Still he went on:
“By Allah, I swear, even if you give me a million, I’ll never make a slave of myself!”
I looked at him sadly. I knew his story. He’d lost one of his legs crossing the street, and his owner had kicked
him out because his wife found him laughable and ugly. The crippled dog had only bitterness for men in his heart
and called himself a communist. His fate scared me. He went on:
“What’s more, it’s only the white men’s dogs who can accept being put on a leash, or the dogs of their black
lackeys”—I saw a little tinge of jealousy in his eyes as he added—“because they are dogs alienated from their
canitude! With us, each dog jealously protects his canine condition, that is to say, his freedom.”
Hearing that, I couldn’t hold my tongue:
“What freedom?” I howled. “What freedom? Yes, I say, what freedom! Do you even know what freedom is? Is
it freedom to die and be thrown in the trash as if we had no soul?”
The other dogs burst out laughing. I stifled my arguments, realizing too late that their discussion was meant only to
make fun of me. I jumped on one of them and tried to tear his eyes out, to rip up his face. All the stray dogs in the quarter
needed to know that I, Mboudjak, wasn’t about to let myself be humiliated by their insinuations without baring my
fangs.
In the end, I took a beating for no good reason. Things went from insults to blows, from discussions to brawls, from
the idle gossip we call kongosssa to slurs, and one fine day I just decided to get out of their hell. Better Massa Yo’s
chains than the haunting stench of those ill-mannered mutts’ maws, I told myself.
Basically, I returned to my master’s house for just one reason: to silence the yapping in my ears of those who really
weren’t my brothers. I went back to my master’s, it’s true, but I didn’t forget to hold my tail and my ears high, and let
the degraded canine population of Madagascar know that their jealousy grew out of their own misery. Shaking with
laughter, the three-legged dog replied,
“Don’t say too much, now. You’ll be back.”
I stared him down and barked, we’d see about that.
3
So back I went. Once more I crouched in the shadow of Massa Yo’s house. He was unmoved by the fact that
I’d escaped from a thousand miseries. With my return, he grew even angrier, which left me to put up with the
waves of his changing moods. Bia boya?\fn{What can you do?} I had insulted my fellows and couldn’t go back to
them now without being humiliated even more. By leaving them I had condemned myself to bowing down before
my master’s daily annoyance. To convince myself to return, I’d told my mourning pride that if I was going back
to the house of that brutal man, it was first and foremost because of Soumi’s friendship.
Soumi was my master’s son. Despite his triangular head, crowned with a record-breaking acops,\fn{ A prominent
point on the back of the head} I felt a sympathetic bond with the ten-year-old. When I saw him after my return, I put
aside all the doubts I’d had on account of his father’s past violence. I pulled back my ears, jumped up, and licked
his face.
“How you’ve grown!” I told him, although it was a lie.
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It was really just to have something to bark out to him. Soumi washed all the dirt off me. I took this gesture as
proof of his friendship, although he was only following his father’s orders. I learned to lie to myself in order to
survive the shame of all I had to bear.
I began running through the quarter with my young friend. I exaggerated my joy for all to see. My gestures
were excessive, my barking too loud. But when my fellow canines saw me bounding wildly down the road, they
didn’t even dare say a thing to me. They stood there, with their mouths gaping open and their tongues hanging
down to the ground.
This time I barked out my importance to them. When people froze with fear at my craning—my rambunctious
bragging—Soumi told them not to be afraid. He said I wasn’t vicious, and that was the truth. I’d crouch down and
stretch out my hind legs when Soumi said the word. I even lay down on my belly, wiggling so he’d know I’d put
myself in his hands. He threw a tennis ball off into the distance and, barking out my joy, I ran to bring it back to
him. I swear by Allah that even if Soumi had thrown that ball all the way to Hell, I’d have run and fetched it,
steaming between my fangs. Friendship has no limits, I kept telling myself.
“Soumi,” I barked to him one day, “you are my brother.”
But he didn’t understand.
Another day, however, I heard him tell my master I was a good dog. That remark convinced me I was on the
right path, and so I doubled my choua, my efforts for his friendship. Was there anything I didn’t try in order to
tame the violence the boy learned from his father?
At times I came too close to crossing the thin line that separates friendship from humiliation. All my actions
were dictated by my cowardly desire to escape the street, which had shown me the hideous face of its deadly
brutality. Anyone who has sniffed around in the gutters recognizes the stench at a distance. For me, every game,
every race, every time we got carried away was a chance to create a real paradise with the man in that child; my
relationship with Soumi was sure to be the source of my salvation.
And yet, what I had too quickly forgotten in my overly hasty orgasms of delight was that I was still a dog. Yes,
I accept it: it’s God’s will that I walk on four legs.
But for Soumi, my four-legged condition defined the limits of my being; it signified that I was condemned by
fate to crawl flat on my belly like a reptile. I was aware of this every time anger clouded his eyes. Then my young
friend would let loose with a whole dictionary full of insults and, in just a few moments, he’d become his father.
“Mouf!” he’d say when we were in the house. “Get out, you cockroach!” And when a fit of anger seized him
outside, he’d shout:
“Guinea pig!”
“Fornicator!”
“Ruminant!”
“Individual!”
And on and on. When I ignored him and hung around—even wagging my tail and perking up my ears to
maintain the dignified pretense that I hadn’t heard a thing—he’d give me a swift kick in the rear.
I took these blows for the backsliding of a childish soul, blanketing myself in the illusion that he just needed a
bit more training. I told myself that he was sure to grow up, and I hoped our friendship would help him to do so.
In all honesty, I’ve never wanted to be a man, but still, I’d often put myself in my friend’s place in order to
understand and forgive his backsliding.
Yet at the same time, I knew that Soumi would never have imagined what it was like to be a dog, not in the
deepest recesses of his dreams. This difference in our souls created an invisible barrier between us that even my
sidestepping of his anger couldn’t destroy: camaraderie’s unbridgeable gap.
How can I put it? Here’s an example:
I was always surprised when, from time to time, and even at the end of a day spent playing together, Soumi
used the cut-and-dried tone of a master to speak to me.
And that was still really nothing. Because, to tell the truth, the barrier between Soumi and me only became an
insurmountable wall when our interests were at cross-purposes. Each time my young friend found his vital space
in danger, the master dozing within him awoke. And his vital space, like his father’s, took the shape of his
protruding belly—how could it be any different for the son of his crisis-ridden father?
4
You just can’t expect too much from life, I tell myself from time to time, adding and underscoring: especially
when you’re a dog..
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Really, how could Soumi and I ever be friends when his father’s decline obliged me to share in the meal the
kid considered to be just for the family? How could we be friends when I had to eat from a plate Soumi always
said was his and nothing but his? How could we be friends when, each time the dinner hour rolled around, my
friend came up with some strategy to get me out of the house? Or when, just before noon, he’d turn to me and say,
with no shame at all:
“Mboudjak, take your flies and get out!”—insisting “Out!” when I dragged my paws. Once my master asked
Soumi to give me some of the delicious red and greasy koki that was piled high on his plate. Carnivore that I am, I
would have passed up a dish reeking of spicy, greasy beans without any regret, even if it were the tastiest in the
world! Soumi, however, shamelessly said his plate was already too small for him to have to share it with a dog
(and he stressed the word “dog”).
I was really offended by this comment from a friend. Yes, really offended. Still, in the name of our friendship, I
was ready to forget this awkward exchange.
“Hunger erases man’s intelligence,” I said to myself bitterly.
But then, boiling with rage, Massa Yo stormed out of the house and, without any warning, dumped his kid’s
plate of koki right in front of me. Cackling, the chickens threw themselves on it.
“If you don’t want to eat it,” one of them said to me, “that’s your problem-o.”
I watched them noisily pecking away. My guilty conscience poked at me.
“Mboudjak,” said my stomach suddenly, “what are you thinking? You’re not just going to stand there like that
in front of a plate of koki!”
And it was true, even the Mami Wata—those water spirits who, from time to time, come to torment men—
would have punished me if I’d failed to get carried away by that wonderfully spicy dish spread out on the ground
in front of me (please note that Mboudjak is the first dog in whom the Mami Wata have taken an interest). In any
case, the food clearly could not be saved for any human. There was no reason for me not to dig right in.
I gave myself a good shake, but quickly let my stomach’s voice be my guide. And so as I greedily licked the
ground, and Soumi’s voice rose up in an endless wail, my master thundered on in the living room:
“That’ll teach you to be less of a glutton!” And he added, “You’ll just have to go hungry!”
Was it my problem? I ate my part, knowing Soumi’s mother would sneak him something to replace his meal.
Why else have a mother? Mama Mado would never let her only child go to bed hungry, that’s for sure. What
mother has ever let her little darling sleep on an empty stomach because of a dog, can you tell me that?
I told myself that peace would soon be restored to the house. The next day I even made it my duty to draw
Soumi into a game to facilitate our reconciliation and remind him that he wasn’t alone in his pain. It’s true, I had
played a part in his suffering, but he shouldn’t forget our friendship. By recalling the virtues of our alliance, I
wanted to calm my tearful friend’s strained nerves and perhaps remind him of the obligation to let bygones be
bygones.
It seemed to work. Soumi soon found his usual playful exuberance. That day he played more than he ever had
before. And I just let myself get carried away by the enticing intoxication of his enthusiasm.
Together we ran through the quarter’s byways. There were no limits to our fun! We went through valleys we’d
never seen before. We jumped over streams and splashed around in them, letting our joy bubble over. Soon we
found ourselves in a forest, I think it was the Mbankolo forest. We played hide-and-seek and tag. We jumped
hurdles and raced as fast as we could. We high-jumped and pole-vaulted. We dribbled balls through the trees and
took penalty shots. The guilt I felt for having swallowed up my friend’s delicious koki turned into an excessive eagerness to play.
Under the pretext of a new game he’d invented, Soumi soon put my leash around my neck. Yipping away, I let
him do it.
“Gallop!” he cried, “Gallop, gallop away, little horse!”
Now I’m clearly no horse, but I went along with it. We pushed on into the depths of the forest. I ran behind
him, I ran on in front or alongside. Soon, holding the rope in his hand, Soumi climbed up a tree, perched on a
branch, and, before I could see what he had in mind, leaped off the other side. Hop!
There I was, dangling in the sky, my four feet waving in the wind. Soumi looked at me hanging there. What’s
worse, he burst out laughing.
“Aschouka ngangali,\fn{A phrase children use to tease} he taunted, in a fit of laughter.
I thought I saw him dancing around my suspended body. I was blinded by the pain. My eyes bulged out of
their sockets. My tongue hung down to the ground. I couldn’t even bark out my suffering. Overcome by a coma, I
couldn’t voice my soul’s distress. I was doomed to silence by that razor-sharp rope cutting into my throat,
breaking my neck, slowly killing me.
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I struggled wildly. A mortal chill was gripping my body. My spirit sunk into darkness. I don’t know how long I
remained there, hanging from that tree. Maybe my cowardly assassin left me there for several days, at the mercy
of the carnivorous birds picking away at my guts. Maybe he just left me there, like a vulgar bifaga\fn{Dried fish}
drying in the sun. No one would dare take me down from my branch, since everyone would think I was a sacrifice
offered up to the ancestors.
That’s the end of it: the crime to which I fell victim was lost, along with my memory, in the endless space of
man’s multiple and dubious beliefs. Maybe some faithful Catholics even brought a priest to pour holy water on
me and say, while repeatedly making the sign of the cross:
“Let the dead bury the dead, amen!”
Or maybe no one bothered to take me down from my branch because each was waiting for the people from the
Sanitation Department to do their job. But, as always, they never came. You never know, maybe I’m still hanging
from that tree, with my eyes fixed in an empty stare, surprised to have been caught unawares by death, and with
my mouth open to the void, surprised to have fallen silent before it could bark out my pain.
I can imagine that once he was left alone to eat in peace, Soumi would enjoy his koki all the more. I’m sure
he’d have no trouble finding a story to explain my disappearance to his father. He could say that, plagued by guilt
after my misdeed, I’d decided to kill myself.
But why should he lie? Yes, why lie to explain the death of a dog? He could just say straight out that he’d
hanged me. I know that my master, frightened by the truth, would hold back his punishing hand.
“You’re worse than an animal,” he’d say. “You’re just like your mother!”
“So what?” the little criminal would think. And he’d be right because, in any event, life would go on.
5
And yet, I’m sorry to say for Soumi, I did survive my hanging.
How can I put it? I survived and returned home to his father, to Massa Yo, my master. Just between us,
wouldn’t you say that I’m man’s best friend? Why else would I—more than once the victim of the insane rage of
that man known as Massa Yo, and now the survivor of his son Soumi’s murderous plot—find myself back again in
that man’s shadow, in that house of hunger, which had led me to my death?
Do I have to be killed, re-killed, re-re-killed, and re-re-re-killed? Do I have to die once, twice, thrice, ten, a
hundred, or a thousand times before I finally consider leaving my perpetual assassin?
Think what you will, dear reader, but don’t say I returned home to my master just be cause I’m a dog. No,
here’s why: more than anything else, it was my decision to seek justice for myself that pushed me back to Massa
Yo’s. Let’s underscore the word “myself,” shall we?
And so, if I sniffed my way out of the Mbankolo forest, following its labyrinth of trails and retracing the
playful path toward my death, it was because I was impelled by my desire to see Soumi held accountable for his
cruelty.
“This’ll make him shit in his pants,” I kept telling myself as I made my way back.
“Today’s the day!” I added.
When Soumi saw me on the doorstep of his father’s house, he died of fright. But he had it right before—I’m
not a bad dog. Me? Mboudjak? Who’d believe it? So I let myself be convinced by his father’s menacing arm
which kept me away from the kid.
Soumi immediately began talking about “rabies” and “possession.” I howled that it was a lie; I laid out the
twists and turns of my aborted assassination, but Massa Yo didn’t even listen to my overly loud version of things.
I heard him say I had some nerve to come back and bark at him after disappearing “yet again” without a trace. He
was hopping mad and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck. I yelled that it was all a misunderstanding, but he
didn’t listen to me. He gave my rear a rhythmic walloping.
“Where were you?” he asked with every blow. I tearfully barked my explanation, but he didn’t believe me.
“Where were you?” I wailed out my suffering, but to no avail.
“Where were you?”
To tell the truth, words were of no use against his blind rage. I shut my eyes, let my ears droop, and gave in to
his anger. His blows sent waves deep into my bones, beating out the cacophonous hymn of injustice. When he let
go of me, I scurried away, but didn’t stop barking. I didn’t lower my voice until he mentioned the “veterinarian.” I
could still see that long black needle from my past and fell silent.
But my master went on, saying I’d become so stubborn because he no longer had the means to take care of me.
He launched into a complaint about how I was becoming a stray dog, and he damned the crisis that had
emasculated him. He put both of his hands on his head to underscore all the more his distress and even his
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mourning. I kept quiet when he said that maybe he’d have to turn me over to the Sanitation Department because,
as he put it:
“Here you are back again with all sorts of bugs you picked up running around.”
He pointed at my neck, which still bore the traces of my aborted hanging, as well as the many flies gorging
themselves in my open wounds. I left his courtyard, indignant over his idea of justice. He hadn’t even listened to
my version of things.
“A whole week,” he said indignantly to Soumi, whose smirk I caught. “A whole week! And what’s worse, this
is the second time he’s disappeared like that!”
Massa Yo’s anger cast a shroud over the whole evening. He threatened to keep me on a leash, but there he ran
into his son’s inability to find my chain—Soumi said he was “sure” he had put it next to the cupboard—as well as
his own inability to pay for a new one.
Ah, the crisis! I hid, out of range of my master’s anger but still in his courtyard. I was suffering as deeply in
my soul, my skin, and my flesh as in my bones. My indignation was too great, however, for me not to concoct a
plan for revenge. Yes, I said to myself, if there’s going to be justice, I’ll just have to count on myself to get it.
You’ve got Mboudjak’s word on it—dog’s honor.
Can you believe it? After his misdeed, Soumi no longer found the courage to come near me. Oh, you should’ve
seen him! From then on my so-called friend fled before my shadow. When I’d lie in the courtyard of the house,
Soumi would spend the entire day cloistered in the living room. And when I came to find him there, he’d perch on
top of the dinner table. His parents didn’t give a second thought to the reasons for this change in his behavior, the
all-too-visible proof of their son’s crime.
But then again, did a crime really take place? I was always the one they brutally told to get the hell out. At first
I’d leave the house muttering. But soon I began to enjoy seeing Soumi shiver with fear whenever I passed by. I
barked out my laughter each time I saw him take off at the sight of me. I laughed, which only made him all the
crazier to get out of there. He was off so fast I thought he would break a leg! My friend’s cowardice condemned
him to a life of perpetual trembling. Bia boya. So I gave up on my plan to bite his calves—no regrets. Was it even
worth the trouble anymore? His own cowardice was punishment enough.
To tell the truth, once I’d gotten over my amusement, I realized that I’d come back to this criminal house less
to laugh at Soumi’s bumbling flights than to learn how and why a man (or a child, what’s the difference!) could be
so inhuman. I’ll admit that I had only escaped from death because a shocked passerby had cut my noose. But I
wasn’t going to escape from death just to fall, stuttering out my gratitude, into the arms of the first man I met. No,
not me. I had wandered through the woods and finally returned to my master’s because, I told myself, if I really
wanted to be safe from the evil deeds of the likes of Massa Yo and his son, I had best not flee from them. Yes, I
told myself that if I wanted once and for all to escape from the rage of men, I needed either to tremble less before
their gaze or lose myself forever in the forest, or else choua: systematically seek out the problematic friendship of
my fellows, who, for that matter, had already rejected me.
But I knew that living from then on only in the forest, far from any human eyes, and preparing the canine
revolution while sharpening my race consciousness wouldn’t save me from the bestiality of the first hunter to
come by. On the contrary! To escape from men’s crimes, I told myself, I needed to muster up the courage to return
to the dangerous circle of their definitions and demand justice.
OK, I’ll admit it. I really came back to my master’s to summon whatever humanity was in him.
Yes, yes, yes! If he were really human, wouldn’t he have punished his murderer of a son? If he were a man!
And what of his son? If he had even the littlest piece of a man in him, wouldn’t he have faced up to the accusing
gaze of the dog that I am? If only there were a man slumbering somewhere in him!
But then, are Massa Yo and Soumi the only ones in this wretched quarter who have hocked their humanity?
Was there any way to find out without putting my life on the line? Didn’t they do just what all the local men were
capable of doing? Nsong am nù.\fn{Tell me something I don’t know.}
That said, I’ve learned one thing in my life: getting myself killed again just to slake my thirst for justice is a
foolish act no judge would pardon. What’s more, I, Mboudjak, don’t want to die twice. Still, each time I see my
dear Soumi scurry off in fear as I pass, and his father keep silent before the stench of the crime thus confessed,
and all of Madagascar let itself fall into a purr of good conscience, from the deepest recesses of my laughter, a
question always pops up:
“Where is Man in all of this?”
One question and one alone.
I ask my question systematically, and every day I see men going about their business. I see Massa Yo
remaining silent and Soumi running to hide from me. Yes, every day I observe men: I observe them, and observe
them, and observe them some more. I watch, I listen, I tap, I sniff, I chew, I sniff some more, I taste, I lie in wait, I
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conclude; I come up with a thesis, an antithesis, a synthesis, and a prosthesis on their daily routine. In short, I
open up my senses to their courtyards and their streets, I invite their universe into my spirit. I watch and I really
try to understand just how they do it.
How they do what?
How they manage to be what they are.
This makes you laugh?
OK then, laugh. Go ahead, laugh! As for me, I know that if I want to survive men, I need to know what they’re
capable of.
I’m convinced of it.
6
Standing with my front legs straight, as I will from now on, with my ears erect and my tongue hanging down,
panting to calm the eagerness of my hungry spirit, I suddenly become a stranger to my master. A dog who, from
morning to night, night to morning, observes the street, observes his master, observes men, and does nothing other
than observe. A dog who weighs and carefully considers a bone thrown to him by a passing soya vendor: no one
in Madagascar, not even Massa Yo, has ever seen such a thing.
At first my master took my focused attention, which makes me follow the trajectory of each of his movements
when he eats, for an extreme form of gluttony. Sometimes, when I’d bark out my amusement, he’d get annoyed
and say I begged too much. Sometimes, then, he’d throw me a bone he’d finished sucking on. He’s always
surprised when I don’t jump right on it, but rather weigh and carefully consider the bone in question, looking at
him again with laughter. Then he’d say “It’s never enough for you!” and start to get violent.
“Mouf,” he’d bellow, “get out!”
Yes, not even my return from Hell had calmed his nerves—on the contrary. Still, I noticed he was starting to be
more and more tolerant of my presence by his side. My position as an observer prevented me from rubbing up
against his feet, but I could lie down in his courtyard, in the shadow of the walls of his home. He didn’t complain
about it.
I became a watchdog. As a result, I felt him grow in stature at my side, becoming someone else in the eyes of
his fellows: a Man. (How could it be otherwise? With me in his courtyard, he suddenly seemed to have the terrifying stature of a tough. Feared and respected he was then.) Some of his friends even called me a “purebred.”
They usually added that I was a “good dog.”
For others, though, who were as cowardly as Soumi, I was an “attack dog.” Those who believed them would
start trembling when they saw me sitting in my master’s courtyard, my eyes focused on the street and my tongue
hanging out. They’d turn away when their gaze met mine and fearfully ask Massa Yo to hold me back. He’d say to
them what his son used to say, “Don’t pay any mind. Mboudjak doesn’t bite,” even though he really wished that,
like any brave pet, and especially in this time of crisis, I would occasionally place one or two strangled chickens
before his honored door to show my true canitude.
“Don’t you think he’s going to chase away all your customers?” his wife Mama Mado asked once. My master
just laughed.
“Mboudjak?” he said, truly amused, pointing down at my puny frame as I sat scientifically on my behind.
“All he knows how to do is to disappear for days and days. Look, he can’t even chase away the flies eating at
his ears.”
And Massa Yo was right. Since I was consumed by my new duties, open to the surprises and secrets of the
street before me, I just wasn’t that important to him anymore. In fact, if my mas ter had accepted me back into his
life without falling yet again into a blind fury, it was because he had discovered that I could watch over his goods,
keep the bandits away from his paltry belongings, bite the calves of the parasites, and bare my fangs to those who
came by in the early morning looking for a little change from him …
There’s something I haven’t said yet: my master had ended up opening a bar in order to get by, like all the local
men, and to drag himself out of the miasma of misery:
The Customer Is King
His bar is his pride and joy, and myself, Mboudjak, I’m just a prop for his grandeur.

118

Yes, I’ll admit it: Massa Yo was right to say that I don’t bite. How could I forget that it was only because of the
new status his bar conferred upon him that he tolerated my company again? I’d have to be a real idiot to put an
end to the surprising sociability his bar had given back to him by biting the calves of his customers!
I’m not going to bite off my tail to spite myself, now am I?
In short, Massa Yo found a job for me in his bar. He took me back just as I was, giving me no other task than to
sit or lie there in his courtyard, in the shadow of the walls of his house, right next to his crates. All I have to do is
guard his crates, that’s it. When I watch the doors of The Customer Is King from my courtyard post, I see him—
my Massa Yo of a master—stretching out his belly toward the street, and slowly, he becomes once more the man
he was in his times of opulence: really somebody. If he hasn’t yet thought of going for a walk in the woods like
we used to, I tell myself, it’s certainly just because his new job is making him kill the civil servant within him if
he wants to survive.
A bartender doesn’t have fun. He has to wait there all day long for his customers. I won’t say that he has now
become boredom incarnate, but one thing is true: I sure feel sorry for him!
And yet, how does one escape from boredom? In their moments of deepest boredom, men usually recall the
virtues of a dog. So, when I lie next to the door of The Customer Is King, I sometimes catch Massa Yo’s hand on
my fur. I lower my behind and scurry off between his crates. My master never insists on petting me. And I go lie
down in his courtyard, reassured but on guard.
I swear, never again will men catch me in the trap of their sordid sympathy and their useless games.
From now on it is I who will determine the field for defining things.
It is I who will give names to things and to beings.
Yes, I alone will interpret the world around me. I’ll do it in their language, of course, but all the same, I’ll use
their words and their phrases only to simplify things for myself. I alone will tell my story and that of the innumerable mysteries of daily life.
Let me make myself clear: I alone will succeed in resolving the enigma of humanity.
You’ll see.
7
I concede that my wide-open eyes haven’t always protected me from the madness of the human world.
One day, for example, when first my nose, then my tongue, then again my nose, and once more yet my nose
had reassured me about a sweet-smelling liquid leaking from a bottle of Beaufort that had tipped over right in
front of my thirsty mug, I couldn’t keep myself from lapping up the beer. It was rather bitter, but gave me an
intensely pleasing sensation as it went down my throat.
I eagerly licked up this exciting water of happiness and soon the ground began to spin around me. Gigantic
abysses opened up before my paws, and each time I jumped to avoid them, new abysses opened up a few meters
away. The walls of the houses began to dance, too. Men turned liquid and oozed.
I thought I’d crossed over—and this time by my own fault—into death’s dissolute universe, poisoned by the
meanness of some unknown person. But yet, the sky was still there over my head, although it had suddenly sunk
quite low.
For almost an hour I was caught in that intense and uncontrollable inebriation of the universe and was able to
break free only after I raised my back leg and doused the wall of my mas ter’s bar with my hot urine. Only much
later did I learn that I was drunk.
That I learned one day when I saw one of my master’s customers—“and a civil servant, no less,” as Massa Yo
says—get up after he, too, had downed several bottles of the very same Beaufort. With one hand on his belly and
the other holding a still-full bottle, he awkwardly began to trace the steps of an improvised makossa before
collapsing in the middle of his song, in a crash of chairs and upturned bottles, with crates smashing and men and
women laughing all around.
“Just leave him there on the ground,” said my master, doubled over with laughter, to those who wanted to pick
the man up. “Don’t you see he’s drunk?”
The crowd grew even more excited around the drunken man, and I was dumbfounded to see a pool spread out
around him as his mouth opened wide in a cacophonous rendition of the national anthem:
“O Cameroun, berceau de nos ancêtres.”\fn{O Cameroon, cradle of our ancedstors.}
I sniffed at the pool to be sure. Yes, it was urine. I looked at the man and shook my head. My master shooed
me away, but I dodged him. Swaying, the man got up and headed off down the road, his feet marking the
counterpoint as he sang,
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“Paul Biya—Paul Biya, Paul Biya.—Paul Biya, our President.”\fn{ Paul Barthélemy Biya’a bi Mvondo (1933- ), President of Cameroon (1982- )}
Children followed after him.
For quite a while their taunts took over the neighborhood, drowning out the man’s song. And that’s how I
learned to recognize, even from afar, the thousand bottled causes of the world’s drunkenness.
Weren’t they the thousand bottles my master had opened up in front of that makossa-dancing man? Beaufort,
tritri, chômé, nsansanboy, quatre fois quatre, gwan, gnôle, odontol, petit Guinness, and so on: in a word,
jobajo.\fn{Beer} If only I could laugh about it!
In short, I learned to despise drunks. Because when they start to lose control of their actions, most men can
think of nothing better to do than grab my tail or pull my ears.
Every evening in my master’s bar, I have to confront their persistent stupidity; and it makes me mad when they
laugh at my indignant reflex. Sometimes, I admit, I regret being a good dog. I regret that all I can do when faced
with these foul-smelling idiots is bark out my canine laugh, bare my fangs, or respond with insults that, in the end,
they never really get. Most of the time, when I can’t take it anymore, I just shake my head and tell myself they’re
lucky to be Massa Yo’s kings.
That’s for sure and for certain.
My master has forbidden me to threaten his customers.
It seems that, struck by the same deadly crisis that dumped Massa Yo into unemployment and turned him into a
bartender, the entire population of Madagascar had found no other way to get by than by opening up bars.
Oh yes, the bars—in our neighborhood, there’s a bar every ten meters. My master would’ve ended up drinking
his beers himself if his bar didn’t have a few die-hard regulars. Doesn’t Massa Yo aim to get everyone who comes
into his place drunk? What other choice is there?
So whatever the sins of his customers, regardless of what they do or how inebriated they may get, I’m not going to sink my fangs into their calves! I know all too well how irritable my master gets when it’s late in the day
and he hasn’t yet taken in his expected receipts.
Once, for example—at about eleven or so—a polite little old man came into the bar and offered the tradi tional
greeting,
“Menmà, you tcho fia.”\fn{“Son/child of your mother, are you at peace?”, a traditional Medumba tribal greeting } Unmoved,
Massa Yo replied:
“Can I eat peace? If you’re just passing by, keep going on your way-o.”
You could tell there’d been no customers yet that morning. I don’t think it can be said any more clearly: as far
as my master is concerned, only the paying customer counts.
290.72 Excerpt from La Saison De L’Ombre (The Shadow Season)\fn{by Miano Léonora (1973- )} Douala, Wouri
Department, Littoral Region, Cameroon (F) 9
Elles l’ignorent, mais cela leur arrive au même moment. Celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés ont fermé
les yeux, au bout de plusieurs nuits sans sommeil. Les cases n’ont pas toutes été rebâties après le grand incendie.
Regroupées dans une habitation distante des autres, elles combattent de leur mieux le chagrin. Le jour durant,
elles ne disent rien de l’inquiétude, ne prononcent pas le mot de perte, ni les noms de ces fils que l’on n’a pas
revus. En l’absence du guide spirituel, lui aussi perdu on ne sait où, le Conseil a pris les décisions qui semblaient
s’imposer. Des femmes ont été consultées: les plus âgées. Celles qui ne voient plus leur sang depuis de longues
lunes. Celles que le clan considère désormais comme les égales des hommes.
Parmi les deux qui eurent le privilège d’être entendues après la tragédie, Ebeise, la première épouse du guide
spirituel, a été particulièrement prise en compte. En tant que matrone, elle a assisté bien des parturientes. Elle a vu
trembler certains des notables siégeant au Conseil alors qu’ils attendaient, à l’extérieur de la case où une vie allait
éclore, se mordant les lèvres, mâchouilant des herbes médicinales dans l’espoir de se calmer, murmurant des suppliques aux maloba\fn{Un glossaire en fin d’ouvrage éclairera le lecteur sur la signification des termes doualas les plus récurrents. Le
douala est une langue parlée sur La côte du Cameroun } pour être délivrés de l’existence parmi les vivants, tant l’épreuve
leur était insupportable. Elle les a vus se tenir le bas du ventre, faire les cent pas, la sueur dégoulinant du front,
comme s’ils avaient eux-mêmes été en travail.
Elle les a vus fanfaronner quand on a montré le flourrisson aux mânes. Si l’enfant s’est présenté de la mauvaise
manière ou, pire, s’il est venu au monde sans vie, l’accoucheuse a séché les larmes des pères, apaisé les angoisses
devant l’interminable série de sacrifices à effectuer pour conjurer le sort. C’est elle encore, qui a préparé le
mélange d’herbes devant servir lorsque les parents du mort-né seraient scarifiés. Ici, on leur trace un symbole sur
la peau, afin que la mort se souvienne qu’elle leur a déjà ravi un enfant. Enfin, cette femme a vu les sages fragiles,
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perdus. Il n’y avait personne, au sein de l’assemblée des anciens, qui puisse l’impressionner.
L’ancienne a donc eu l’oreille des notables. C’est elle qui a suggéré que soient logées sous le même toit, les
femmes dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés. Ainsi, a-t-elle déclaré, leur douleur sera contenue en un lieu clairement circonscrit, et ne se répandra pas dans tout le village. Nous avons fort à faire pour comprendre ce qui nous
est arrivé, puis reconstruire … Soucieux de ne pas être en reste, le chef Mukano, approuvant d’un hochement de
tête le confinement des mères éplorées, a donné l’ordre que les hommes les plus vaillants inspectent la brousse
alentour. Des indices pourraient y être trouvés, afin de prévenir d’autres attaques.
Certains auraient voulu formuler des accusations. Relever des manquements à l’égard des ancêtres, des maloba
et de Nyambe Lui-même. Quelle autre explication devant un tel drame? Les mécontents ont ravalé leurs protestations. Sans renoncer à exprimer leur sentiment, il leur a semblé judicieux de se montrer patients. Avant de dé cocher leurs flèches, ils attendront que les dégâts soient réparés, éviteront ainsi qu’on ne les montre du doigt pour
avoir fait pénétrer l’esprit de la discorde dans la case du Conseil. Pendant la conversation, le regard franc de la
matrone a croisé, à plusieurs reprises, celui de l’adipeux Mutango. Dans les yeux globuleux du dignitaire, la
femme a vu se lever des houles dont elle n’a pas douté qu’elles se déverseraient sur le chef, à la première occa sion. Les deux hommes sont frères par le sang. Venus au monde pratiquement le même jour mais nés de mères
différentes, ils auraient pu, tous deux, prétendre occuper la chefferie, si les lois régissant ce domaine avaient été
autres. Chez les Mulongo, le pouvoir se transmet par la lignée maternelle. Seule la mère de Mukano était de sang
royal.
Mutango a toujours vécu cela comme une injustice. Il a souvent fait remarquer que ce régime reposait sur une
incohérence. Si les femmes sont considérées comme des enfants jusqu’à ce qu’elles atteignent l’âge de la ménopause, il est absurde qu’elles transmettent la prérogative de régner, même si ce sont les hommes qui exercent l’au torité suprême. Jusque-là, le frère du chef n’a pas réussi à faire modifier la règle, mais en ces temps troublés, il
saura trouver des alliés pour lui prêter main-forte. Ebeise se méfie. Enfin, c’est après une décision du Conseil
qu’une partie des femmes de la communauté ont été rassemblées dans la même case. Celles dont les fils n’ont pas
été retrouvés. Pour celles qui, comme l’accoucheuse, n’ont pas revu leurs époux, l’éloignement et le confinement
n’ont pas été jugés nécessaires. Elles ne sont que deux. La seconde, Eleke, la guérisseuse du village, a été frappée
par un mal mystérieux le lendemain de l’incendie. Durant la réunion des anciens, au moment de prendre la parole,
elle a perdu connaissance. Il a fallu la transporter chez elle. Nul ne l’a revue, depuis.
*
Le jour s’apprête à chasser la nuit, sur les terres du clan mulongo. Les chants d’oiseaux annonçant la lumière
ne se sont pas encore fait entendre. Les femmes dorment. Dans leur sommeil, il leur arrive une chose étrange.
Comme leur esprit navigue dans les contrées du rêve qui sont une autre dimension de la réalité, elles font une ren contre. Une présence ombreuse vient à elles, à chacune d’elles, et chacune reconnaîtrait entre mille la voix qui lui
parle. Dans leur rêve, elles penchent la tête, étirent le cou, cherchent à percer cette ombre. Voir ce visage. L’ob scurité, cependant, est épaisse. Elles ne distinguent rien. Il n’y a que cette parole: Mère, ouvre-moi, afin que je
puisse renaître. Elles reculent d’un pas. On insiste: Mère, hâte-toi. Nous devons agir devant le jour. Autrement,
tout sera perdu. Même les yeux fermés, les femmes savent qu’il faut se garder des voix sans visage. Le Mal existe. Il sait se faire passer pour autre qu’il n’est. De l’aube à l’aube, leur sang crie vets l’être dont elles retrouvent
les intonations. Cependant, que faire sans certitude? Un grand malheur vient de s’abattre sur le village. Elles refusent d’être la cause de souffrances plus terribles. Déjà, elles ont été écartées du groupe, éloignées comme des
malfaisantes.
Bien sûr, on leur a expliqué, c’est la matrone qui s’en est chargée, que la mesure serait provisoire, ne durerait
que le temps, pour les anciens, de mieux cerner la situation. Ensuite, elles pourraient regagner leurs foyers. Cela
n’a pas suffi à les rassurer. Elles marchent tête baissée. Se parlent peu. Ne voient pas leurs plus jeunes enfants,
laissés sous la surveillance des coépouses. Quand vient l’heure du repos, elles posent la nuque sur un appuie-tête
en bois pour préserver les coiffures élaborées qu’elles continuent d’arborer, espérant aussi qu’il garantisse la qual ité de leurs songes. L’instant dévolu au rêve s’aborde avec la solennité d’un rituel. Le rêve est un voyage en soi,
hors de soi, dans la profondeur des choses et au-delà. Il n’est pas seulement un temps, mais aussi, un espace. Le
lieu du dévoilement. Celui de l’illusion parfois, le monde invisible étant aussi peuplé d’entités maléfiques. On ne
pose pas sa tête n’importe où, lorsque l’on s’apprête à faire un songe. Il faut un support adéquat. Un objet sculpté
dans un bois choisi pour l’esprit qu’il abrite, et sur lequel des paroles sacrées ont été prononcées avant qu’il ne
soit taillé. Même en ayant pris toutes ces prcautions, il n’est pas conseillé de se fier à une voix que l’on pense
avoir identifiée.
D’un même mouvement, les femmes se retournent. Le geste est nerveux. Elles n’ouvrent pas les yeux. La voix
se fait pressante, s’évanouit. Les derniers mots résonnent dans leur esprit: … devant le jour. Tout sera perdu. Les
paupières closes laissent filtrer des larmes, tandis qu’elles glissent une main entre les jambes, plient les genoux.
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Elles ne peuvent s’ouvrir comme cela. Se laisser pénétrer par une ombre. Elles pleurent. Cela leur arrive à toutes.
Là, maintenant. Si l’une d’elles a eu la faiblesse de se déverrouiller, les autres n’en sauront rien. Aucune ne parlera de ce rêve. Aucune ne prendra une sœur à part pour lui chuchoter: Il est venu. Mon premier-né. Il m’a demandé … Elles ne prononceront pas les noms de ces fils dont on ignore le sort. De peur que le Mal ne s’empare
de cette vibration particulière. S’ils sont encore en vie, la prudence est de mise. Ces noms ne les quittent pas. Ils
chantent en elles de l’aurore au crépuscule, les poursuivent ensuite quand elles dorment. Parfois, elles n’ont rien
d’autre à l’esprit. Elles ne les énonceront pas. On les a déjà mises à l’écart, pour que la complainte de leur cœur ne
vienne pas empoisonner le quotidien des autres. Les chanceux qui n’ont perdu qu’une case, quelques objets.
Elles ouvrent les yeux. Peu avant le chant matinal des oiseaux. L’ombre tarde à se dissiper. Elles ont l’impression d’être encore en train de rêver, ne parlent pas, feignent de dormir, tant que le jour n’est pas levé. Bientôt,
elles se lassent de cette simulation, ne peuvent garder les yeux fermés. Leur regard erre dans l’obscurité. Cer tames
croient distinguer les motifs de la natte d’esoko sur laquelle elles sont étendues, les fibres qui se croisent, les carrés brodés avec de fines nervures de feuilles. Elles sont immobiles. La nuque toujours appuyée sur le repose-tête.
Les mères de ceux qui n’ont pas été retrouvés songent, un instant, qu’il est heureux que la case du maître sculpteur n’ait pas été entièrement détruite. On a pu sauver, à temps, des éléments indispensables. C’est pour cette rai son qu’elles ne sont pas obligées de rouler leur natte pour y poser leur tête, tandis que le reste du corps resterait allongé à même le sol.
La lumière rechigne à s’installer. Elles le voient à travers la porte ouverte sur l’extérieur. La case qui leur a été
attribuée ne ferme pas. Elles tressaillent imperceptiblement dans l’attente du jour. Alors, elles sortiront. Vaqueront comme si de rien n’était à leurs occupations. Se demanderont, sans rien exiger, s’il leur sera bientôt permis de
rejoindre leurs familles. Elles n’échangeront que des paroles banales, celles qu’on dit en exécutant les tâches do mestiques. Les mots que l’on prononce lorsque l’on pile des tubercules a deux. Quand on rassemble des fibres
végétales pour confectionner un dibato ou une manjua. Pour l’instant, elles attendent. Scrutent l’obscurité, à l’intérieur et à l’extérieur de la case commune. Les femmes dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés ignorent que, dans le
ciel, le soleil a déjà pris ses quartiers. Il irradie sous le nom d’Etum e, sa première identité. Au fil de la journée, il
deviendra Ntindi, Esama, Enange, marquant, à travers ses mutations, la course quotidienne du temps.
C’est Ebeise qui, la première, découvre le phénomène. Elle a pour habitude de se lever devant le jour, afin de
préparer le repas de son homme. Il ne prend, à l’aurore, que les mets cuisinés par sa première épouse. Aujourd’hui, elle ne lui servira rien. Il a disparu, la nuit du grand incendie. Le clan est privé de son guide spirituel.
Elle regarde. Refoule crainte et colère, tente de comprendre. La chose est inédite. La femme quitte avec discrétion
sa case, pour se diriger vers la demeure de Musima, son fils aîné. Ces temps-ci, il couche sous un arbre au fond de
leur concession. Lorsqu’elle atteint ce lieu, il ne dort plus, fait brûler des écorces en récitant des incantations. Il ira
ensuite interroger les ancêtres, déposer quelques victuailles au pied des reliquaires, s’enduire les mains d’huile
pour masser, avec humilité, leurs têtes en bois scuipté. La disparition de son père est inexplicable. Un homme tel
que lui ne s’évanouit pas dans la nature. La mort elle-même ne saurait le surprendre. Il doit la deviner de loin.
Connaître le moment exact. Avoir tout laissé en ordre, bien avant le fatal tête-à-tête.
Le fils du ministre des Cultes et de la matrone semble préoccupé. Il s’appréte à interroger le ngambi une fois
de plus. Son cœur n’est pas en paix. Il se sent faible parce que son père a disparu avant de lui enseigner tout ce
qu’il faut savoir. Il a eu beau l’appeler pour le voir dans ses rêves, l’homme ne s’est pas présenté. Une fois, il a
cru entendre sa voix. Elle s’est trop vite éteinte. Ce n’était qu’un souffle dans le vent, un écho lointain. Musima
sait que son père a le pouvoir, où qu’il se trouve depuis l’incendie, de se jouer des distances. Un esprit comme le
sien ne tarderait pas tant à se manifester, à moms d’un cataclysme. Et s’il n’avait plus été de ce monde, son fils
l’aurait senti venir en lui il y a déjà plusieurs jours. Au son des pas de sa mère, il lève les yeux. Elle lui fait signe
de ne pas dire un mot, s’approche. La femme n’a pas fait sa toilette du matin. Autrement, sa peau luirait d’huile de
njabi parfumée. Elle se serait passé une poudre d’argile rouge sur le visage, pour se protéger du soleil. L’ancienne
a enfilé à la hâte sa manjua, l’habit que tous ont revêtu en signe de lamentation, depuis le grand incendie. On le
retirera une fois la reconstruction achevée. Alors, on partagera le dindo, repas offert au sortir de l’épreuve. La ma trone n’arbore aucune parure. Seul un pendentif qui ne la quitte jamais lui orne le cou. L’amulette bouge entre ses
seins nus, comme elle avance.
L’homme se lève, baisse la tête en signe de respect. Ebeise chuchote: Fils, viens voir ça. Vite, avant que le peuple tout entier … Elle le tire par le bras. Inutile de marcher longtemps. La chose est visible de loin. La femme
pointe le doigt en direction de la case où sont regroupées celles dont on n’a pas revu les fils. Une brume épaisse
plane au-dessus de l’habitation. Si une telle curiosité existait, on pourrait la décrire comme une fumée froide.
Cette opacité prolonge la nuit autour de la demeure, quand le jour s’est levé, à quelques pas de là. Mère et fils re gardent. Rompant le silence, Musima balbutie: Crois-tu qu’il s’agisse d’une manifestation de leur douleur? Elle
hausse les épaules: Si nous voulons en avoir le cœur net, il faut les interroger. Et nous devons agir avant que Mu122

tango ne saisisse là l’occasion de mettre le monde sens dessus dessous. Ils échangent à nouveau un regard. Faut-il
aller observer la chose de plus près? La masse fuligineuse semble s’être figée au-dessus de la case, mais elle pour rait bien fondre sur quiconque voudrait l’examiner. Ils hésitent. Au bout de quelques instants, Ebeis e se résout à
s’avancer vers le lieu où sont logées celles dont on n’a pas revu les fils. C’est alors qu’une silhouette se dessine au
loin, surgissant de derrière l’habitation. La vue perçante de la matrone lui permet de reconnaître l’adipeux Mu tango. Tsst, faitelle agacée, le ventru est déjà au courant. Peut-être même y est-il pour quelque chose. En tout cas,
il ne doit pas les voir avant nous. Fils, prends tes responsabilités. En l’absence de ton père, tu es le maître des
mystères.
Musima avance vers l’ancien avec le plus d’autorité possible, tentant de discipliner le tremblement de ses
jambes. Il ne se sent pas prêt à endosser ce rôle, n’est pas légitime, tant que son père ne lui est pas au moms apparu en rêve. Tant que son esprit n’est pas descendu en lui pour léguer son savoir, avant de gagner l’autre monde.
Que faire une fois arrivé sur le seuil de cette case? Quelle question poser? Pour se rassurer, il caresse le talisman
qui pend à son cou depuis toujours, un objet que son père a façonné, chargé lui-même, avec le secours des an cêtres. Sa mère le suit de près. Ils sont encore à une bonne longueur du lieu, quand le notable lève la tête, les voit.
Mutango sait qu’il ne faut pas esquisser un geste de plus. Ne pas s’en aller, surtout. Ebeise n’hésitera pas à réunir
le Conseil pour tout lui mettre sur le dos. Il attend. Ne semble pas se soucier de la noirceur qui lui masque pour tant la vue du ciel.
L’accoucheuse s’arrête à l’endroit exact où le jour rencontre la nuit. Son fils en fait autant. Aucun n’est pressé
de rejoindre le notable qui la fixe du regard. Ils se jaugent un moment sans rien se dire. Puis, se tournant vers son
fils, la femme murmure: Fais-les sortir. Ne pénètre pas dans la maison. Appelle-les. La case où sont les femmes
est assez distante de la plupart des habitations. L’homme peut se permettre d’élever la voix. Il convoque celles qui
résident sous ce toit, répète comme une litanie la suite de leurs noms. Pendant ce temps, la matrone et le dignitaire
continuent de s’observer. Ils n’ont pas échangé les salutations d’usage, ne s’en soucient guère. Leur attitude est
celle de points cardinaux ne valant que l’un par l’autre, nécessaires à l’équilibre de misipo, et pourtant contraints
de ne pas se toucher, sous peine de faire basculer le monde dans le chaos. Musima psalmodie les noms de celles
dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés.
*
Elles ne peuvent ignorer cet appel. Toutes le perçoivent. Puisqu’elles ne dorment plus, il ne s’agit pas d’un
rêve. L’une d’elles, Eyabe, chuchote: Vous entendez? Les autres acquiescent en sourdine. Celle qui a parlé dit: Il
ne faut pat répondre, mais flout devons savoir s’il y a vraiment quelqu’un là, dehors. Ii est dangereux de répondre
à un appel dont on ne sait, avec certitude, de qui il émane. Le mieux est d’aller voir. Aucune n’ira seule. Elles se
lèvent doucement, se rassemblent au centre de la pièce, s’interrogent sur la manière de procéder pour qu’aucune
ne soit plus exposée que les autres. Eyabe propose: Nous allons fermer let yeux, nous serrer let unes contre les
autres, marcher à petits pas pour passer la porte. Une fois que nous serons toutes sorties, je donnerai le signal.
Nous rouvrirons les yeux ensemble. Ainsi, elles affronteront en même temps la personne ou l’esprit qui les sol licite avec tant d’insistance.
Les dix femmes s’enlacent. D’abord deux. Une troisième les rejoint. Puis une quatrième. Jusqu’à former une
grappe, comme les graines de njabi sur les branches qui les supportent. Elles ferment les yeux, baissent la tête.
Cela ne fait pas partie des consignes, mais elles s’exécutent spontanément. Les trois étages de leur coiffure en cascade, multipliés par dix, forment une large corolle, chaque palier évoquant un pétale recourbé. Depuis que leurs
fils n’ont pas été retrouvés, elles ne sont qu’une seule et même personne. Toutes auréolées d’un même mystère.
Les anciennes rivalités n’ont plus cours. Auparavant, certaines auraient refusé cet amalgame épidermique. A
présent, la seule chose qui leur importe est de ne pas chavirer. Pour cela, il faut suivre le rythme. Etre vraiment
avec les autres. Epouser leurs mouvements. Les prévoir. Entrer dans le souffle des autres. Partager l’inspiration,
l’exhalaison. La sueur. Les secrètes réminiscences de la nuit passée. Elles prennent leur temps.
S’agrippant les unes aux autres, elles partagent enfin ce que la parole interdit, puisqu’on ne doit pas énoncer
ces choses. Elles s’étreignent comme on crie. Comme on sèche, dans l’intimité d’une case, les larmes de l’amie
éprouvée. Paupières closes, elles se voient, se connaissent, intensément. Prennent leur temps. Ralentissent pour
prolonger ce moment. Elles n’ont pas pensé à enfiler leur manjua. C’est mieux ainsi, même si elles ne sont plus en
âge de dévoiler intégralement leur nudité. Les épouses et les mères ne découvrent que le buste. Dehors, la voix les
appelle toujours. Surtout ne pas régler, sur cette mélopée, la cadence de leur avancée. C’est d’elles-mêmes que
doit venir le tempo. Combien de temps leur faut-il pour sortir? Elles savent qu’elles sont dehors lorsqu’elles sentent le souffle léger du vent sur leur peau, la terre qui, contrairement au sol de la case, n’a pas été balayée,
dépouillée de ses aspérités. Alors, elles s’arrêtent. Eyabe murmure un signal. Elles gémissent à l’unisson, à voix
basse.
Les femmes dont on n’a pas revu les fils ont besoin de s’étreindre. Les yeux fermés. En silence. Nul ne se
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soucie de les consoler. Ce que l’on espère, c’est se préserver du malheur qui les frappe. Si leurs fils ne sont jamais
retrouvés, si le ngambi ne révèle pas ce qui leur est arrivé, on ne racontera pas le chagrin de ces mères. La communauté oubliera les dix jeunes initiés, les deux hommes d’âge mûr, évaporés dans l’air au cours du grand incen die. Du feu lui-même, on ne dira plus rien. Qui goûte le souvenir des défaites? Le peuple sait, dorénavant, qu’il ne
s’agissait pas d’un accident. Le village a été attaqué. Et la puissance des ancêtres, l’habileté des vieux guerriers,
l’agilité des jeunes coqs, n’ont rien pu empécher. Eyabe murmure le signal. Elles gémissent. Quand elles rouvrent
les yeux, la nuit a dénoué les voiles dont elle entourait la case. L’oiseau du matin entonne son chant. Le jeune
maître des mystères se tait. La matrone et le notable se décochent en silence des flèches enflammées. On croirait
qu’ils cherchent à se détruire, rien qu’en se regardant. Ils n’ont pas d’yeux pour celles qui ne savent s’il leur faut
pleurer ou attendre. Elles se tiennent là, silencieuses, nues, se détachent doucement les unes des autres. Chacune est
seule à nouveau. Le soleil installe ses radiances dans le ciel. Elles n’ont jamais eu si froid.
*
Le fils de la matrone s’adresse aux femmes: Nous devons parler, ne les questionne pas sur l’étrange manière
qu’elles ont eue de se présenter, collées les unes aux autres, paupières closes, tête baissée. L’homme dit qu’elles parleront à tour de rôle. Puisqu’elles ne sont pas autorisées à circuler dans le village, il restera ici. D’un geste de la
main, il prie les aînés—sa mère et Mutango—de le laisser. Le notable ne bronche pas. Musima s’explique calmement: En l’absence de mon père, c’est à moi de faire ceci. Je suis prêt. Ce n’est pas ce qu’il pense, mais c’est ce
qu’il faut dire. Sa mère hoche la têt en signe d’approbation. Les anciens lui donnent le dos, s’éloignent, chacun de
son côté.
L'homme fait asseoir les femmes devant la case. Elles forment une rangée qu’il compte ne pas perdre de vue.
Pendant qu’il discutera avec l’une, il veillera à ce que les autres n’échangent pas une parole. Chacune doit livrer sa
vérité. Toutes acceptent ce principe. Cela fait maintenant plus de trois semaines qu’elles vivent ainsi à l’écart. Personne n'est encore venu leur parler. Personne n’a souhaité entendre ce qu’elles ont sur le cœur, ce que chacune
garde pour elle. La bienséance interdit les épanchements. Il ne faut pas gémir sur le sort d’un enfant quand on a la
chance d’en avoir d’autres, quand on peut encore en mettre au monde. Il est malsain de cajoler sa propre souf france quand ce qui compte, c’est le bien-être, la pérennité du groupe. On sait qu’elles ont mal. C’est pour cela
que cette maison commune leur a été affectée.
Elles ont le droit d’éprouver de la peine. Pas celui d’embarrasser le clan avec tout ce chagrin, de contaminer
les personnes qui vivent quotidiennement à leurs côtés, de faire comme si l’enfant qui ‘'a pas été retrouvé représentait tout. Ces femmes sont comme les veuves, qui ne sont autorisées à reparaître en société qu’au terme d’une
certaine durée, après s’être soumises à des rituels parfois rudes. Elles ne sont pas des veuves. Il n’y a pas de mot
pour nommer leur condition. On n’a pas revu leurs garçons après le grand incendie. Nul ne sait s’ils sont vivants
ou morts.
*
Musima commence ses entretiens. Il improvise, se convainc d’avoir choisi la procédure adéquate. A cha cune, il
pose les mêmes questions. Elles y répondent à tour de rôle. Femme, comment as-tu quitté la nuit? Bien, je te remercie. Femme, qu’as-tu à dire de l’ombre? Toutes ont la même réaction, lorsqu’elles entendent cette interrogation. Elles le fixent longuement des yeux, certaines qu’il connaît la teneur du rêve qui les a assaillies. Elles bredouillent: Mwititi … Femme, qu’as-tu à dire de l’ombre? Neuf femmes sur dix répondent: Mwititi est trompeuse.
Elle est venue à moi, prenant la voix de mon … fils aîné. Celui qu’on n’a pas retrouvé. Je sais que ce n’était pas
lui. Elles se taisent après ces propos. Elles en ont trop dit. Il est difficile de peser ses mots, quand on n’a plus droit
à la parole. On la laisse déborder.
Une seule répond: L’ombre est tout ce qui nous reste. Elle est ce que sont devenus les jours. C’est Eyabe qui
prononce ces paroles. Elle ajoute: Et toi, homme, qu’as-tu à dire de Mwititi? Crois-tu qu’il suffice que dix femmes
soient reléguées dans un coin du village pour que la cornmunauté y échappe? Eyabe soutient le regard perplexe
de Musima, se lève sans y avoir été invitée. Pas une seule fois, elle n’a baissé la tête. Au lieu de rejoindre ses
cornpagnes assises devant la case, elle se rend derrière l’habitation commune. Quand elle revient, elle s’est lavée,
coiffée d’une couronne de feuilles, enduit le visage et les épaules de kaolin. Les autres femmes tressaillent à sa
vue. L’homme réprime un cri. L’argile blanche, appliquée sur la face, symbolise la figure des trépassés qui viennent visiter les vivants. Le blanc est la couleur des esprits. Sans accorder la moindre attention à quiconque, Eyabe
pénètre maintenant dans la case. Elle fredonne une complainte, tape doucement des mains.
Bientôt, elle ressort, vêtue d’un dibato en écorce battue. C’est un costume d’apparat, pas comme la manjua.
Eyabe se dirige vets le centre du village, avance lentement. Chaque pas est une affirmation. Elle n’a rien à se reprocher. D’abord, c’est pour elle-même qu’elle prononce ces mots. Puis, elle les énonce à voix haute, sans crier,
inclut les autres femmes dans cette dénégation: Nous n’avons rien fait de mal. Nous n’avons pas avalé nos fils et
ne méritons pas d’être traitées comme des criminelles. C’était de partir à leur recherche qu’il s’agissait. Ils ne
124

sont plus, à présent. Tels que nous les avons connus, nous ne les verrons plus … Sa voix se brise, mais elle
marche, tape des mains pour rythmer son chant, approche d’un premier groupe de cases, passe sans s’arrêter.
Eyabe atteint la concession de sa famille. Depuis que le Conseil a décidé que celles dont les fils n’ont pas été
retrouvés seraient éloignées, personne n’a cherché à la voir.
Quelqu’un la salue du bout des lèvres. Elle l’ignore, ne semble pas entendre, fait le tour de sa propre demeure.
Derrière, dans une petite cour, il y a des arbres. Des makube. L’un d’eux a été planté le jour où son fils est venu au
monde. Celui qu’on n’a pas revu. Celui dont il ne faut pas parler. Les morts sont constamment évoqués, au sein de
cette communauté. Les vivants font l’objet de commérages incessants, de louanges quelquefois. Depuis le grand
incendie, une nouvelle catégorie d’individus est apparue: celle de ceux qui ne sont ni vivants, ni morts. On ignore
ce qu’ils sont devenus. On accepte de vivre sans le savoir. Eyabe se love contre le dikube sous lequel son placenta
a été enterré le jour où elle a donné naissance à son premier enfant, celui qui venait d’entrer dans l’âge d’homme
lorsqu’il lui a été ravi. Là où tu es, dit-elle, entendras-tu mon cœur t’appeler? Je sais que tu as souffert. Hier, tu
es venu dans mon rêve … Pardonne-moi de n’avoir pas compris tout de suite. Si tu reviens, je m’ouvrirai et
t’abriterai à nouveau.
Eyabe parle à son fils sans ouvrir la bouche. Les habitants de la concession l’observent, disent qu’elle a perdu
la raison, la regardent se frotter le front contre l’arbre, le caresser. La femme pleure. Elle s’en accorde le droit. En
fin de compte, elle s’écarte du dikube, fait un pas en arrière sans le quitter des yeux. L’arbre tombe, comme ar raché à la terre par une main puissante. On voit les racines, l’excavation qu’elles ont laissée. Pour le moment,
Eyabe est la seule à savoir que la crevasse contient une plante. Une fleur comme il ne lui a jamais été donné d’en
voir par ici. Une toute petite fleur qu’un enfant offrirait au regard de sa mère, pour qu’elle contemple la beauté des
choses. La beauté, malgré tout, parce que le chagrin ne peut effacer ce qui a été vécu, l’amour donné et reçu, la
joie partagée, le souvenir. La femme sèche ses larmes, se remet à chanter. Le dos courbé à présent, elle exécute la
danse des morts, martèle de ses pieds nus la terre ocre, jusqu’au seuil de sa case dans laquelle elle pénètre.
De l’habitation, il ne reste que les piliers, la moitié du toit, un mur et demi. Peu importe. Eyab e n’attendra pas
les consignes des anciens pour reprendre possession de son espace, de sa vie. Une fois à l'intérieur, elle s’empare
des nervures de lende qui, attachées ensemble, forment un faisceau végétal. Elle balaie le sol de sa case, déroule la
natte qu’elle a elle-même tressée, l’étend sur le sol. Le long du seul mur encore intact, celui contre lequel la natte
roulée avait été placée, des pots en argile, disposés en colonne, contiennent ses effets personnels. Elle en déplace
quelques-uns, les pose à terre, jusqu’à ce quelle trouve celui qui l’intéresse. La fumée de l’incen die a recouvert les
récipients d’une suie qui lui noircit la paume des mains. Regardant ses doigts sales, elle mur mure: Femme, qu’astu à dire de l’ombre? Il suffit pourtant d’ouvrir les yeux, pour savoir quoi penser … Dans un grand pot vide,
Eyabe range son dibato en écorce de dikube. Elle l’avait revêtu pour aller saluer l’esprit de son fils, celui qu’elle
ne reverra pas tel qu’elle l’a connu. Elle ne portera plus ce vêtement.
On l’épie. L’intérieur de la case est, en grande partie, ouvert aux regards. Les habitants de la concession, les
siens donc, se tiennent immobiles, comme devant une étrangère. De temps à autre, on échange des paroles à voix
basse. Elle s’appuie contre la moitié de mur ouvrant sur les restes de la maison voisine, celle d’Ekesi, sa
coépouse, qui darde sur elle son regard inamical. Eyabe lui rend son affection en disant: Je m’étonne, chère, que
tu sois encore là à me regarder. Qu’attends-tu pour alerter le Conseil, exiger une ordalie? Se tournant vers les
curieux attroupés dans la cour, Eyabe lance: Que nul ne conçoive à mon sujet la moindre inquiétude. Je veux dire,
précise-t-elle avec un faible sourire, que je ne suis pas soudain devenue malfaisante. La femme voudrait s’exprimer davantage, plaider la cause de celles dont les premiers fils n’ont pas été retrouvés. C’est inutile. Elle le voit,
le sent. La famille ne souhaite pas son retour. Les femmes, seules dans la concession avec leurs plus jeunes en fants, se croisent les bras sur la poitrine, dans une posture défensive.
Sans comprendre, les bambins perçoivent la tension qui épaissit l’atmosphère. Certains pleurent. La peur a élu
domicile dans les regards, comme si sa présence en ces lieux suffisait à causer un nouvel incendie, à faire dispa raître d’autres personnes. Musinga, son époux, doit être quelque part dans le village ou à l’extérieur, se chargeant
de quelque mission confiée par le chef. S’il se trouvait ici, son attitude serait-elle différente? Prendrait-il sa défense? La femme se souvient qu’ils étaient ensemble, la nuit du grand feu. C’était le tour d’Ekesi, mais il avait feint
de ne pas s’en souvenir. Lorsqu’elle avait tenté de lui faire entendre raison, il avait insisté: Tu sais que je ne
l’aime pas. Je ne l’ai épousée que pour plaire a mes parents … Devons-nous vraiment en parler? C’est auprès de
toi que mon cœur se repose. Ce grand amour n’a pas amené l’homme à lui apporter son soutien. Autrement, il au rait bravé l’interdit, serait venu la voir dans la case commune, au moins une fois. Il ne l’a pas fait. Eyabe vient de
prendre une décision. A lui non plus, elle n’en dira rien.
*
Le janea Mukano, la matrone et son fils sont assis sous l’arbre appelé buma. C’est un colosse à l’écorce
épaisse, au tronc large, plus âgé que tous ceux qui peuplent ces terres. Son feuillage les protège du soleil. Tous
125

trois attendent les membres du Conseil. La disparition du ministre des Cultes complique la situation. Le chef, qui
détient une partie des pouvoirs mystiques du clan, n’est pas habilité à remplacer le médiateur avec l’occulte.
Mukano mâchonne pensivement une racine ayant pour vertu d’éclairer l’esprit. Il ne l’a avoué à personne, mais
ses entrailles sont saturées de ces fibres, tant il en a absorbé depuis le grand feu. Cette nuit-là, lui et ceux de sa
concession ont assisté, depuis la colline sur laquelle la chefferie est bâtie, à l'embrasement soudain du village. Il
n’y avait plus rien à faire, quand ils ont ou rejoindre la population.
L’homme revit ces instants, se revoit bondir hors de sa couche en entendant la rumeur en provenance du vil lage. Les flammes. Partout. Les cris. Se ruant vers la concession de son frère, Mukano interrompt les ébats de
l’énorme notable avec une fille si jeune que l’on devine qu’elle ne voit pas encore son sang. L’enfant pleure, se
cache le visage devant le chef. Elle murmure: Sango janea, je demande pardon … Il ne m’a pas laissé le choix …
Elle tremble dehonte. De crainte. Bien qu’à son corps défendant elle s’est rendue coupable d’une transgression,
redoute la sanction du Conseil. Le chef la fixe du regard, s’aperçoit alors qu’il s’agit d’une des filles de Mutango.
Une enfant née de ses œuvres et qui, jeune ou pas, n’a rien à faire là. Mukano rugit: Tu n’es qu’un animal. Nous
verrons ce la plus tard. Viens vite, le village brûle.
Mukano songe qu’il a oublié, avec le grand incendie, de traduire son frère devant le Conseil. Etant donné son
rang, il y a fort à parier que l’assemblée ne prononcera pas, contre lui, la sentence de bannissement requise en
pareilie situation. Cependant, il faudra le châtier. La fille devra témoigner. En aura-t-elle le courage? Les gardes
de Mutango ne parleront pas. Ils craignent trop leur maître. Les racines que mâche le janea doivent être consommées avec modération. Cependant, il n’a pas, plus que ses sujets, l’esprit en paix. D’aileurs, il a perdu le sommeil.
Cet incendie, queue qu’en soit la cause, est un sombre présage, l’annonce de tourments pour le clan. Parfois, il se
demande à quoi lui sert d’exercer cette fonction. Ses décisions doivent être approuvées par la moitié au moins des
membres du Conseil.
Depuis l’incendie, Mukano n’a pas réussi à faire passer l’unique mesure qui lui tienne à cœur, plus encore que
la reconstruction du village. Le chef aurait voulu que les guerriers de la communauté ne se limitent pas à rechercher des indices permettant d’expliquer l’évènement. Son désir était de les envoyer plus loin qu’aux abords du village, chez le peuple bwele, jusqu’aux limites du monde, si nécessaire. Que tout soit tenté pour retrouver les dispa rus. Que les ancêtres, dont la seule ambition fut de voir prospérer leur descendance, ne soient pas abandonnés à
travers ces fils enlevés. En dépit de la certitude acquise dès le lendemain qu’il ne s’agissait pas d’un accident, les
membres du Conseil n’ont rien voulu entendre. Le janea soupçonne son frère de leur avoir farci le crâne d’idées
mystiques, quand il est évident que ce sont des hommes qui ont agi. Des hommes dont il convient de sanctionner
le crime. Depuis sa fondation, la devise du clan dit: Je suis parce que nous sommes. Pour la première fois,
Mukano a le sentiment de l’avoir foulée aux pieds en ne parvenant pas à imposer sa volonté. Pour lui, ne pas tenter l’impossible pour retrouver les disparus, revient à livrer au néant un morceau de soi-méme.
Trois semaines se sont écoulées. Aujourd’hui, il lui est plus que jamais nécessaire de consommer cette racine
dite de la clairvoyance. Il a l’intention de passer outre à la pleutrerie du Conseil, de prendre la route avec les
hommes de sa garde rapprochée. Ainsi, il ne lui sera pas reproché d’entraîner les guerriers, qui sont au service de
tous, dans une entreprise hasardeuse. Oui, il arpentera à pied les chemins, fera tout ce qui est en son pouvoir pour
ramener les fils perdus. Le janea avale le suc amer des racines. Recrache les fibres non loin de là. Regarde le vent
les recouvrir d’une poussière rougeâtre. Ses deux compagnons, aussi silencieux que des pierres, affichent la mine
lugubre de ceux qui auraient croisé, à peine levés le matin, l’ombre d’un mauvais génie venant d’accomplir ses
basses œuvres. Mukano commence à se lasser d’attendre. Alors qu’il s’apprête à ouvrir la séance en dépit de l’absence des membres du Conseil, ils arrivent.
Les vieux ne sont pas pressés. Ils se sont manifestement réunis avant de se présenter devant lui, puisque c’est
ensemble qu’ils apparaissent. Seul Mutango manque à l’appel, ce qui n’est pas surprenant. Le chef a le sentiment
d’avoir commis une erreur en ne recueillant pas, avant l’arrivée des anciens, les informations que la matrone et
son fils souhaitent porter à la connaissance des notables. Après toutes ces années, il s’imagine toujours que la
droiture, l’honnêteté, sont des valeurs supérieures. La ruse n’est pas son domaine. Il ne se permet aucun manque ment à la morale, ne pratique pas la dissimulation. C’est à cela qu’il doit de n’avoir pas encore été destitué, en
dépit des incessantes manigances de son frère. On n’a rien à lui reprocher. Après les salutations d’usage, la séance
est ouverte. Mukano prend la parole: Je vous aifait demander, frères, parce que Musima et sa mère ont à nous
dire. Vous vous en doutez l’affaire concerne les dix dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés. Se tournant vers l’apprenti
ministre des Cultes, le chef conclut: Nous t’écoutons.
Musima a la gorge sèche. Le son qui s’échappe de sa poitrine comprimée par l’angoisse n’est qu’un filet souf freteux. Il parle de l’épais voile qui obscurcissait les lueurs du jour naissant. Les membres du Conseil frémissent
en apprenant que le phénomène ne se produisait qu’audessus de La case commune. Il a donc fallu interroger ses
occupantes. A toutes, il a poséé cette question: Femme, qu’as-tu à dire de l’ombre? Neuf sur dix lui ont donné la
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même réponse. Seule Eyabe, la dernière interrogée, a répondu différemment, osant demander ce qu’il avait, luimême, à dire de Mwititi. Mukano le presse d’exposer le détail de ce qu’ont dit les femmes. Le nouveau ministre
des Cultes s’exécute, reprend, mot pour mot, les paroles entendues. Le Conseil reste coi. L’affaire est mystérieuse.
Ebeise profite de l’embarras des hommes pour s’exprimer: Je pense, déclare-t-elle, qu’il ne faut pas se fier aux
apparences, s’empresser d’incriminer Eyabe au motif qu’elle seule a énoncé des propos personnels. L’accoucheuse sait comment les choses se passent, lorsque les membres du Conseil n’ont pas idée des solutions à apporter. Ils vont au plus simple. Or, l’expérience démontre que la vérité est toujours plus complexe qu’il n’y paraît.
Pour elle, Aucune de celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés, ne s’est rendue coupable d’une quelconque
forfaiture. Elle choisit ses mots avec soin, dans l’espoir que les notables ne prononcent pas leur sentence à la
légère. L’un d’eux lui répond: Femme, il est normal que tu prennes fait et cause pour tes sœurs, mais ton empathie ne saurait suffire à nous convaincre. Que dis-tu, quant à toi, du halo de noirceur qui entourait la case
commune? Il lui rappelle que, sans ses conseils avisés, ces dix femmes auraient regagné leurs concessions farnil iales après le grand incendie. Tu as bien fait de nous inviter à les éloigner, puisque les événements prouvent
qu’elles étaient, effectivement, porteuses d’énergies néfastes. L’ancienne ne sait quoi dire, à propos du voile
ténébreux qu’elle à vu au point du jour. Son intuition l’incite, néanrnoins, à tout faire pour éviter que les mères
éplorées ne soient accusées de sorcellerie, bannies du clan. Telle est la sentence, lorsque ni le cœur, ni la raison, ne
trouvent le rnoyen de se rassurer. La personne chassée se voit remettre une main de makube, une outre contenant
de quoi boire. En silence, on lui fait signe de quitter les lieux. D’aller le plus loin possible des terres du clan. C’est
la procédure. Elle n’a pas été appliquée depuis des temps imrnémoriaux. Autrement, on se serait déjà débarrassé
de Mutango. La matrone sent un frisson la parcourir à l’idée que celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés soient
sornrnées d’aller se perdre dans la brousse, après la brousse, là où personne ne s’est jamais rendu. Elle ne le per mettra pas.
La voix de l’ancienne est pleine d’autorité: La chose est simple. Elles pensent si fort à leurs enfants, qu’il leur
a semblé les voir en songe. Or, la douleur est tellement intense que le rêve s’est fait nébuleux. C’est ainsi que
j’explique cette ombre. Après tout, ajoute-t-elle, nous ignorons, lorsque nous dormons, de quelle manière nos pensées se matérialisent. Nous l’avons vu pour la première fois aujourd’hui, parce que ces femmes sont toutes
rassemblées en un même lieu, et que la situation générale du village est inédite. Elle se tait. Le chef hoche la téte
l’air pensif, s’enquiert des recommandations de Musima. Se raclant la gorge, le fils de la matrone s’efforce de mo biliser sa langue aride. C’est dans un souffle qu’il propose un rituel de purification pour les neuf femmes ayant apporté la même réponse à sa question. Sans lever les yeux vers sa mère dont il sent le corps se raidir près de lui, il
dit: Je regrette, iyo, je ne partage pas ton avis, concernant Eyabe. Son attitude m’a beaucoup dérangé …
Nous sommes tous mal à l’aise, lance l’accoucheuse, plus véhémente qu’elle ne l’aurait voulu. Douze hommes
du village ont disparu après une attaque. Nous souffrons. Justement, il ne faut pas nous laisser aveugler par nos
émotions. Chacun ici connaît le caractère d’Eyabe. C’est une femme particulière, qui règle rarement son pas sur
celui des autres. Alons-nous la condamner pour cela? Voici venu le temps de nous remémorer les principes qui
nous gouvernent depuis toujours, de veiller les uns sur les autres, au lieu de rechercher, parmi nous, les
coupables du drame. Après cette longue tirade, Ebeise tente de se calmer, rappelle à tous les dangers de l’injustice
commise sciemment. Ce n’est pas notre fille, qui a allumé le brasier à cause duquel tant de villageois sont aujourd’hui privés de toit. C’est a ceux qui ont fait cela qu’il faudrait s’en prendre, au lieu d’évoquer je ne sais
quels rituels de purification.
Le chagrin des mères n’est pas une souillure. Il est noble, tout particulièrement au sein de notre peuple,
puisque c’est la maternité qui confère aux femmes un statut honorable. Nos hommes se félicitent d’épouser une
femme ayant déjà enfanté. Ainsi, ils sont assurés de sa fertilité … Si j’ai demandé que nos sœurs, nos filles, ne
soient pas immédiatement autorisées à regagner leurs concessions familiales, c’était aussi en raison du choc
qu’elles avaient reçu. Par respect. Il n’aurait pu être question d’exiger qu’elles partagent la couche de leurs
maris, se disputent avec leurs coépouses, s’occupent des autres enfants de leurs familles, alors que nous venions
de comprendre que leurs premiers-nés venaient de leur être arrachés. Dans cette case commune, elles peuvent se
recueillir. Se dire des choses qu’elles seules cornprennent. J’espere, murmure la matrone, qu’elles se parlent.
L’ombre est aussi la forme que peuvent prendre nos silences.
Ces derniers mots, Ebeise les garde pour elle. Ils résonnent dans son esprit, comme s’ils recelaient un message
secret. Oui, Mwititi est la forme que prennent les silences. La chose est vraie, au moins pour quatre membres du
Conseil. Depuis le début des discussions, ils n’ont pas ouvert la bouche. C’est à peine si on les entend respirer.
Après s’être réunis chez Mutango à l’aurore, ils pensaient le retrouver ici, sous le buma. En sortant de chez lui, ils
sont allés chercher un cinquième homme, avant de se diriger vers le lieu du rendez-vous. La voix du gros notable
manque à ces echanges. Aucun n’ose prononcer les paroles qu’il aurait dites: Seule une ordalie nous apprendra si
les femmes dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés ont appelé l’ombre.
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Les débats du Conseil s’acheminent vers une impasse. La matrone se sent soudain très vieille. Depuis l’in cendie, elle n’a pas pris le temps de se pencher sur ses propres inquiétudes concernant le sort de son mari. Ebeis e
est fatiguée d’être un roc. Elle s’apprête à demander la permission de quitter la séance, quand un garçonnet apparaît. Porteur d’un message qu’il a refusé de communiquer aux hommes de la garde, l’enfant annonce que la
dénommée Eyabe a regagné sa concession familiale. La voix du janea se fait entendre. C’est à la matrone qu’il
s’adresse: Femme, amène-la devant moi, je souhaite lui parler. D’un signe de la main, I’ fait approcher un des
serviteurs qui se tiennent toujours à sa disposition, lui chuchote la consigne d’aller trouver Musinga, son meilleur
détective: Dis-lui que je veux savoir où est mon frère. Qu’il vienne ici me faire son rapport.
*
Devant la case commune, celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés sont en grande discussion. Le comportement d’Eyabe suscite des interrogations. Comme elle, certaines voudraient regagner leur domicile. Ce n’est pas en
restant cloîtrées dans cette habitation qu’elles auront une chance de revoir leurs garçons. La matrone, qui se
charge habituellement de rendre compte des débats du Conseil, ne les a guère approchées. Tout au plus s’est-elle
tenue là, le jour de leur installation dans la case commune, pour leur faire part des règles à suivre:
Vous irez puiser votre eau tous les deux jours comme nous l’avons toujours fait, mais vous attendrez, pour
cela, que vos sœurs du village soient rentrées de la source. Vous tirerez votre alimentation du champ qui se déploie derrière votre maison. Vous cultiverez cette terre, comme le font toutes les femmes de notre communauté.
Pendant votre séjour ici, vous ne recevrez pas de viande. Tout ce dont vous aurez besoin est là … Une de mes
coépouses a rassemblé des étoffes et des fibres dont vous ferez vos vêtements, vos nattes.
L’ancienne a pris soin, pour leur lancer ces paroles, de se placer à bonne distance, comme elle l’aurait fait avec
des inconnues rencontrées inopinément au détour d’un sentier. Pendant que la vie du clan reprend un cours nor mal, celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés ignorent ce qu’on a l’intention de faire pour savoir ce qu’il est ad venu de leurs premiers-nés. Alors qu’elles se parlent vériablement pour la première fois depuis le grand incendie,
leurs regards osent se tourner vers le village qu’elles s’interdisaient jusque-là de contempler, même de loin. Les
jours qui ont suivi le feu, lorsqu’il a été décidé qu’elles seraient mises à l'écart, elles se sont prises à penser
qu’elles avaient mérité cette sanction. La disparition de leurs fils ne pouvait être une coïncidence. Il fallait
qu’elles se soient rendues coupables de quelque chose, même sans le savoir.
On ne leur a pas expliqué que la case commune devait abriter leur chagrin, jusqu’à ce qu’il soit certain que la
douleur, désormais domptée, ne se transmettrait pas aux familles. Personne n’a proposé aux femmes dont les fils
n’ont pas été retrouvés de chanter, de danser leur peine, afin de mieux la dépasser. C’est pourtant la tradition ici.
Personne ne leur a dit si elles pouvaient pleurer. Les larmes sont réservées à ceux dont on a vu les corps sans vie.
On ne leur a laissé que le silence, la solitude. On ne leur a laissé que cette absence à laquelle on ne peut adresser
les paroles du deuil, ces mots qui disent l’acceptation avant d’ouvrir le passage vers l’autre monde: Nyambe seul
est maître de ces choses. Moi, je n’ai aucun pouvoir. Fils, que ta traversée soit paisible. Fils, que les ancêtres te
guident, eux qui connaissent tous tes noms, tous tes visages.
Le silence. La solitude. L’absence. Comme un étranglement. Elles n’ont su quoi en faire, comment s’en défaire, se sont contentées de regarder passer les femmes du clan, lorsque ces dernières se rendaient à la source, es cortées par des guerriers. Ensuite, elles allaient, elles aussi, puiser leur eau. Personne ne les accompagnait. A au cun moment, lors de ces sorties, il ne leur est venu à l’esprit de s’échapper. Où seraient-elles allées? Il n’appar tient pas aux femmes d’arpenter les chemins. Les femmes incarnent la permanence des choses. Elles sont le pilier
qui soutient la case. Aujourd’hui, elles se parlent, disent le serrement au cœur en voyant passer, sans un mot, leurs
amies, leurs sœurs, en route vers le point d’eau. Elles ne manquent à personne. La vie s’organise, se poursuit sans
elles. Leurs enfants ont d’autres mères. Leurs hommes, d’autres compagnes à étreindre. Celles dont les fils n’ont
pas été retrouvés savent qu’elles ne seront pas soutenues si, de leur propre chef, elles retournent sous le toit famil ial.
*
Le soleil est haut dans le ciel. Le temps s’est écoulé sans qu’elles s’en aperçoivent. Elles n’ont rien avalé
depuis la mélopée qui les a fait sortir de la case. Elles n’ont pas faim. Se taisent. Chacune s’enfonce en ellemême, là où l’ombre a laissé son empreinte. Là où la voix entendue en rêve continue de résonner. L’une d’elles,
Ebusi, rompt le silence: Je vais aller voir Eyabe, annonce-t-elle. Et si j’en ai le courage, je rejoindrai ma famille.
Celles dont les fils n’ont pas été retrouvés sont, à présent, comme une étoffe s’effilochant peu à peu. Leur solidar ité n’était qu’apparence. Chacune est aux prises avec ses pensées, ses émotions. Chacune entretient, avec le fils
disparu, une relation particulière, enracinée dans les circonstances de sa naissance. Selon que l'enfant est né de la
violence ou de l’amour, selon qu’il a vu le jour après avoir étranglé son jumeau dans le ventre de sa mère ou qu’il
a fallu sacrifier des coqs avant de le montrer aux mânes du clan parce qu’il n’avait pas crié ou s’était présenté par
le siège, le comportement de la mère à son égard diffère. Pourtant, elles sont toutes là. Nues, désemparées.
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Qu’elles espèrent le retour du fils aimé ou voient, dans la disparition du rejeton mal né, la main de la justice immanente.
Celles qui auraient ouvert la porte au fils se sont gardées de le faire parce que la noirceur lui voilait la face.
Elles n’étaienr pas certaines qu’il s’agisse de lui. Les autres ne lui auraient, de toute façon, pas permis de loger à
nouveau dans leurs entrailles. Alors, toutes ont eu le même geste, celui de ramener les genoux vers la poitrine, de
glisser le bras entre les jambes, afin de condamner l’accès. Au point où elles en sont, pourquoi ne pas aborder ce
sujet-là également? Ebusi ne se pose pas longtemps la question. En se levant pour rendre visite à Eyabe, elle dit:
La nuit dernière, jai rêvé. Quelqu’un est venu me voir. Tout était si sombre que je n’ai pas pu voir son visage.
Pourtant, je suis certaine d’avoir reconnu la voix de mon premier-né. Il voulait quelque chose. Je n’ai pas entendu. Il semblait si faible …
Ebusi expose son sentiment. Elle a quitté la nuit dans un tremblement. Son intuition lui dit que son fils est
passé par des affres dont on n’a pas idée. N’a-t-elle pas manqué de discernement ? Mon garçon, conclut-elle en se
dirigeant vers l’arrière de la case, a peut-être quitté cette vie, je ne peux rien affirmer. Tout ce qu’il me reste à
faire, c’est m’adresser aux ancêtres, afin qu’ils le protègent. Sans se soucier de la réaction de ses compagnes, elle
disparaît derrière l’habitation. Les autres tendent l’oreille. Des bruits d’eau leur parviennent. La femme fait sa toilette. Apparaîtra-t-elle, comme Eyabe, le visage couvert d’argile blanche? Elles tremblent à cette pensée.
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The Mariemburg Church, Mouanko, Littoral Region, Cameroon

The Lamido Grand Mosque, Ngaoundere, Adamawa Region, Cameroon
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The Cathedral of Our Lady, Yaounde, Center Region, Cameroon

The Cathedral of the Holy Rosary, Mbalmayo, Center Region, Cameroon
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The Cathedral of St. Térèse of the Child Jesus, Kumbo, Northwest Province, Cameroon

The Great Mosque of Maroua, Far North Region, Cameroon
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The Great Mosque, Garoua, North Region, Cameroon

The Church of the Sacred Heart, Bafoussam, West Region, Cameroon
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Kribi, South Region, Cameroon. Below: a tinted photograph (c.1900)
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The Roman Catholic church in Tiko, Southwest Region, Cameroon

The Cathedral of the Holy Family, Bertoua, East Region, Cameroon
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